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	1. Chapter 1

While married to her third husband with a plan set in gold, Safiya Greengrass (nee Rosenburg, nee Zabini, nee Ezeo) forced herself to become the beacon of emotionless conversation and relations. She had a plan, of course. She would slaughter her husband with grace and faux deep, emotional scarring and ignore his ratty little children, Daphne and Astoria, and keep her focus on Blaise, the light of her dark eyes.

But that didn't happen, of course. Daphne was a star in the sky, talented and cunning, even at the age of five. Astoria was an absolute gem, she drew you in innocently and had no other intentions than making you play doll house or dress up. Safiya loathed them, they were her untangling. The reason she felt weird at night going to bed without tucking them in with a story and a kiss on the head. They made her skin crawl, and they also made her wipe her tears of mirth from her eyes and made her long for a daughter (or two). It didn't help that they seemed to get along fabulously with Blaise, she knew from the second she unpacked her belongings in the Greengrass Estate that leaving with her vault stacked with inherited gold would be troublesome.

After her fourth year of marriage to Harrison Greengrass, she decided to settle. Harrison was generous, kind and loving, he adored Blaise as much as he did his own girls and there was never a morning where Safiya would wake up with nothing less than a large, new bouquet of forget-me-nots, her favourite, in a large vase next to her bedside. Yes, she would muse to herself as he slept peacefully beside her, she was well on her way to loving him. She'd place a small kiss on his temple and smile guardedly, laying back and letting sleep consume her.

During their fifth year of marriage, Harrison Greengrass dropped dead. Safiya couldn't bare it, it had not been of her doing, surprisingly, it had not been of her doing at all. Instead, it had been a brutal attack from one of his old "play mates". For the first time in her life, Safiya was heartbroken. Not only had she inherited a vault full of gold, but two weeping, little girls. Their mother couldn't take them, she had never been good with children, Harrison had proclaimed when he was alive, she took off the second she realised that she was bearing a second child, running back to give him the red faced, tiny human they had created together when she was only hours old. She even had the nerve, Safiya would fume years after Harrison's death, well after her three children were married, to plead that she see her children on the weekends. Safiya allowed it, stiffly and with long hesitation, realising that they'd need a biological parent eventually, and that wretched woman was the only one who could live up to their expectations of blood.

It wasn't until Daphne and Blaise had both reached eleven within three weeks of each other that Safiya learned of the true reasoning behind Violeta Greengrass' (_why_ she chose to keep the name was beyond anyone) newfound, slightly mad proclaim to motherhood. She had auctioned off her eldest child to none other that the maddened Theodore Nott senior. Or his wife, to be exact, but she had long since been deceased. Daphne was, in every sense of it, lured into a trap. Violeta the Wretched (as Safiya had taken to calling her behind closed doors) had promised the dead Mrs Nott Daphne's hand to her son, Theodore Jr. It was weep worthy, she had always though, the look of pure glee on Daphne's face as she found out that she was engaged to be married at age eleven. Probably since the womb, Safiya would think bitterly, plastering on a fake sincere smile and giving it to her step daughter. "Is he nice?" She would ask, body rigid. "Does he treat you well? Is he a looker?"

"Oh, he's _lovely_, Saf!" Daphne exclaimed. "He's _such_ a gentleman. Oh, I can't wait for you to meet him!" Safiya never did, at least not when they were eleven.

"He looks like a troll." Astoria sniffed on the afternoon of September first. Daphne and Blaise were on the Hogwarts Express on their way to Hogwarts and their home had seemed to be plagued by sadness.

"Is that so?" Safiya asked with a small, amused smile.

"Definitely." Astoria confirmed with a stern nod. "I have no clue what Daph sees in him." Safiya bit her tongue from commenting about Astoria's mother. "It's going to be lonely, isn't it?" Astoria asked after a few quiet seconds in an equally as quiet voice. "With Blaise and Daph gone?"

"Yes." Safiya answered with a small curl to her lips. "But that's not necessarily a bad thing, is it? There's such – such _stigma_ about being left alone that people don't cherish the time they have with themselves." Safiya played with her fingers and Astoria stared ahead. "Being alone is good." She concluded, lifting her hands to the arms of the chair and smiling at the young girl. "Come here, my lovely." She crooned, motioning Astoria to come closer. She obeyed, lifting herself from the large sofa and over to the tiny, cramped armchair. She sat gently on Safiya's lap, allowing her hair to be stroked and head to be cradled under her stepmothers chin. "I love you so, Ria." Safiya said softly, staring into the flameless fire pit.

"I love you too, Saf." Astoria muttered, sighing contently as the front door clicked open and slammed shut. Both Safiya and Astoria rolled their eyes with undeniable annoyance.

"Ah!" A balding, slightly round man hollered, stepping into the drawing room with a large grin. "That's what I like to see! Two of my four favourite people together, and adorably so, too! Room for one more?" Mr Mirza was a funny little man. His cheeks were always tinted rosy red (some said it was to do with his constant state of joy, Safiya like to think it was to do with his insufferable alcoholic tendencies which _made_ him so joyful), he always wore his belt far too tight causing a small roll of fat to heap over it, and he had the habit of biting at his fingernails when he got too excited, which was at _least_ twice a day. The only part of him which Safiya admired was his rather full Gringott's vault.

"I've got a summer cold." Astoria said stiffly, eyeing the man with a great deal of distaste. "You can't catch it. You've got an appearance with Safiya at the Nott's annual summer get together that you absolutely cannot be ill for." Mr Mirza nodded, seeming no flaw in her argument and not realising that his date to Theodore Nott Senior's annual get together was sitting beneath the supposedly ill girl.

"Oh, yes, I supposed we do have that, don't we?" Mr Mirza mused, falling into the sofa crease with a small smile that never seemed to leave his face, not even in the death that would occur in only a few short months. He was indulged in an intoxicated slumber moments later and Astoria took the chance to look up at her stepmother with raised brows and an impatient smile. "When are you going to get around to cutting him off?" She asked dully. Safiya laughed, amused by the ten year old girls boldness in her own "hobbies" as Blaise liked to call them.

"Soon, dear. I promise."

/ / /

"Oh, Astoria, _darling_!" It was September third, the day of The Nott's gathering. Violeta stood in the doorway of the Mirza household (not quite big enough to be call an estate or a manor, but large enough not to be classified as a regular house) a large smile on her features, eyes crinkled at the sides. She held her arms open rather stupidly, almost as if she was awaiting her youngest daughter to run into them. She didn't, Astoria stayed firmly planted to her place beside Safiya, looking at her mother with slightly narrowed eyes. "Mother." The ten year old greeted with slight hesitance.

"Go and give your mother a hug." Safiya murmured, placing a hand on Astoria's shoulder, giving her a small, gentle push forwards. The look she received for imposing forced relations with her giver of life was lethally adorable and Safiya found herself looking forward to see that look turn into a real smoulder that would get her what she wanted as she grew older. She stomped forwards, wrapping her arms around Violeta almost robotically. "My little princess, how have you been?"

"I've been keeping well."

"That's fantastic, my baby." Violeta smacked a large, rather embarrassing kiss on the top of her daughters head before pulling away, that unbearable grin still in place. "Have you heard about your sister? She got into Slytherin!"

"I heard. Daphne wrote to me and Saf when she got back from dinner. We were the first ones to know, except Blaise, of course. He got into Slytherin, too." Safiya found it hard not to snigger at Astoria's not-so-subtle way of rubbing it in her mother face that no matter how hard she would try, she'd never be the first person to pop into Daphne's mind (or Astoria's, for that matter) when they had achieved something worth noting, and when you're aged ten and eleven, that's quite a lot. Violeta, of course, had never been one for catching onto anything that wasn't blaringly obvious, and Astoria had mastered the art of being just subtle enough so that her mother didn't catch on while also being equally as obvious so that someone with more than a dozen brain cells could catch on.

"Shall we get going, then?" Violeta asked cheerily, taking Astoria's bag of clothes from the house elf that lingered by her feet. Astoria turned to Safiya with a pleading look, trying to will her with her eyes to change her mind. Safiya stayed stubborn.

"Be good, Astoria." Safiya said with a quirk of her eyebrow.

"Oh, Safiya, she always is for her mummy, aren't you, my angel?"

Safiya lifted her other eyebrow, looking down to Astoria, who stayed silent while continuing to beg her stepmother with her wide, pleading eyes. "Hmm," Safiya hummed. "I bet she is. I'll see you Friday, Astoria." The young girl sneered as her mother led her out of the Mirza residence.

/ / /

It would scare Safiya eventually the way Astoria was so brilliant at manipulating those around her, but when she was ten, it amused her to no end, she even found it rather adorable. "I'll miss him, so." She sniffled, mopping up the fat, blotchy tears that streamed down her face. "He reminded me of my father." Blaise and Daphne lingered by the table of drinks, both doing their best to look sad and mope, leaving the centre of the attention to go to Astoria, who was doing an excellent job of letting the fake tears stream. Safiya didn't have to do much, just stand and look unbearably sad, if anyone suspected anything, they wouldn't dare say to her face, to intimidated by her striking beauty and new status as widow – available to any man within the room, married or not.

"Oh, you poor dear." The elderly looking woman, who Safiya couldn't quite place, wrapped Astoria in an unexpected embrace, the pink of her clothing attire (rather inappropriate for a wake, Safiya thought) straining as she moved. "He was such a good man, Jamison was. Such an asset to his department. It's a shame to see him go." Safiya resisted the urge to roll her eyes – Jamison Mirza was dead (_hah!_) awful at his job, the Ministry only kept him on because he made a few drunken spills with his money into the Auror department when he was feeling particularly friendly and charitable – which had been _a lot_.

It was three days before Christmas, two days before Christmas Eve, and the mood with sullen in the Mirza household. Family members of the recently deceased skulked around, there was about four of them – the rest of Jamison's family had cut him off years ago when he made alcohol his new best friend. Snow had fallen across the grounds like a comforting blanket and a large _For Sale_ sign had been dug into the ground before the gate. Safiya felt a strange sense of relief, she really didn't realise before how much of a drag being Mrs Mirza would have been. Jamison was never sober, Safiya didn't think she wanted him to be. She had only ever known him in his state of near constant intoxication and she could tolerate that easy, amendable man. Perhaps, she would muse days after his wake, he would have been easier sober, perhaps the flutter of her eyelashes wouldn't have gone unnoticed and she could have been rid of him before Blaise and Daphne started their first year of school. Perhaps Astoria, sweet, little Astoria, wouldn't have had to mop up his vomit from the toilet floor countless times had she left him to go cold turkey like he had always wished before a tumbler of fifty year old Firewhiskey was shoved into his rounded hands. She never dwelled upon those thoughts, what was done was done. He was gone now. It would be only her and Astoria for a few months until she decided to find another amendable, naïve man to set her sights upon.

Safiya looked at the young girl with a small, adoring smile. She played the part so well, Safiya mused internally, she had a way of making something so morbid into a piece of art.

/ / /

Christmas and the New Year past in a bit of a blur, there was no reporters this time, thankfully, Safiya had learned her lesson after her husband before Mr Mirza had passed. He was a very successful lawyer and a member of the Sacred Twenty-Eight and so naturally, any magazine reporter was attracted to his wealth and status, much like Safiya had been, but at least she didn't try to take pictures of the deceased's wife who was, yet again, a widow.

April thirteenth was a special day in the Greengrass household (which Safiya had resided in after Mr Mirza's passing) with Astoria's eleventh birthday. Spring hadn't yet set in the land of England and every morning, a thin layer of frost blanketed the grass of the Greengrass Estate but soon melted around brunch time, the frost had lifted and the grass would remain damp and moist until dinner. Safiya liked the grounds best like this, there was something about being caught in the middle of winter and spring that made her aesthetically pleased. "Mother said she was taking me and Daphne out later." Astoria said, sipping at her mug of tea. "She wants to give me my surprise that she's been badgering on about for so long."

"Did she give you a setting?" Safiya asked, her mind racking Astoria's wardrobe for a fitting dress becoming of a newly turned eleven year old. Astoria shook her head. "Typical." Safiya sneered. "Tell me, how does that insufferable piece of work expect you to dress for the occasion if she does not give a dress code? She's more than likely trying to make me look bad." Safiya stared bitterly into her cup. "If I dress you too formal then she'll thrust you tasks that would be impossible in a corset and proper clothing. If I dress you too casual she'll complain of the embarrassment that was brought on her little girls." Safiya huffed, setting her mug down and getting to her feet. "I don't suppose she gave you a time, Ria?" Astoria shook her head. "Daph?"

"No, ma'am."

"Insufferable shrew." She muttered. "Both of you finish up your breakfast. Astoria, I'll lay out your clothes and when you're done, Daph, I'll help you choose something." Safiya tucked in her chair and looked at her son. "Are you visiting any friends, today?"

Blasise shook his head. "Malfoy's busy with something his mother wants him to do. Nott's father won't let him out the house (Daphne pouted and made a sound of slight defeat) and the other two blokes are grunting buffoons and not worth my time."

"We can spend the day together, then. We'll go out for lunch in Diagon Alley and look around some of the shops." The corners of Blaise's mouth lifted into a small smile as he nodded. "Fantastic. If the door or floo goes, Blaise, it's probably Violeta. Antagonise her best you can for me, won't you?"

"Of course, mother."

/ / /

Daphne fell through the Floo Network at four minutes past five in the evening, Violeta following closely behind. "I'll go pack her things, my sweet." Violeta murmured softly, walking through the house as if she owned it, brushing her fingers through her eldest daughter's hair as she moved. Safiya resented the fact that she still knew her way around, glaring fiercely as she walked past. Daphne knelt on the floor, staring at the dwindling green flames that slowly turned back to their orange state. Safiya waited a few, long seconds, awaiting the arrival of the youngest Greengrass girl. When she did not come, she sat a little straighter. "Daphne," Safiya began softly, looking inquisitively at the young girl "where is Astoria?"

"Mother's getting her things." She mumbled, not looking up from the flames.

"Is everything alright?" Safiya asked sharply, attracting the attention of Blaise, who looked to his step sister with curiosity.

"I'm unsure." Daphne answered eventually. "Blaise," she said at length, not moving to give him even a small glance "we were just at the Malfoy's."

"So is what he said true?" Blaise asked, brows lifting. Safiya glowered and sat in silence. Daphne twisted her head, her pale face turned a bleak shade of grey and her eyes as wide as galleons.

"Yes, Malfoy was correct."

Blaise let out a low whistle. "Bloody hell."

"What?" Safiya asked sharply, looking between the two twelve year olds. "What is going on? Why were you at Malfoy Manor? Daphne? Blaise?"

Daphne slowly turned to Safiya. "Mother has arranged for them to wed on her eighteenth." Safiya's mouth ran dry. "She's packing Astoria's things right now, she's staying with them until term begins. Mrs Malfoy will drop Astoria here on her way to Kings Cross."

"That'll be me off, Daphne, dear –"

"You atrocious, detestable, brazen shrew!" Safiya screeched, standing from her chair with force and staring at Violeta as she re-entered.

"Excuse me?"

"Don't pretend that you never heard me you utter, _cow_!" Safiya was breathing had, her heart hammering rapidly against her chest. "Blaise, Daphne, please retreat upstairs." She said calmly, not removing her eyes from Violeta.

"No." Violeta huffed. "You do _not_ order my daughter –"

"Daphne, upstairs. Now."

Daphne stared between her two mother figures, eyes wide as she was forced, for the first time, to pick who had more authority. "Sweetheart, don't –" Violeta began, her words going dry in her mouth as Daphne grabbed onto Blaise's sleeve, tugging him from the sofa and manoeuvring with him out of the drawing room. "I'm sorry, mother." She whispered as she past the gobsmacked woman. Violeta said nothing as the two young children thundered up the stairs.

"Mature." Violeta scoffed. "Making my children pick between their real mother and the slaughtering whore they live with." She sniffed the air, sticking up her chin. "Of _course_ Daphne was going to pick you. She lives with you, she'd be faced with your wrath had she went with where her heart truly lies."

"I don't know who you think you are, Violeta, but I assure you –"

"I'm their mother, sweet cheeks." Violeta drawled, a cruel smirk sitting on her features. "_I_ am their mother. You are nothing but the maid who took them in."

"I took them in because Harrison thought it best. You are nothing but their mother when it suits you! When you want to flaunt them around! Who is it they go to with problems or when they need help or assurance? Is it you?" Safiya let the question hang in the air for a few moments. "Is it _fuck_! While Daphne and Astoria may not share my blood, I am the closest thing they have to a _real_ –"

Violeta raised her hand and slapped Safiya sharp across the face. Safiya's cheek burned red.

"I haven't been the best mother, I'll own up to that." Violeta said lowly, eyes going dark and heavy lidded. "But I _am_ their blood. Blood is everything, Safiya. While they may not come to me with small trivial issues such as crushes or how their day has went, and they may not write me first or every day, but I _am_ their mother. _I_ make the decisions. What I see fit goes. I happen to think that setting up marriages for both of my children is the proper way to go about it. It has been set in stone since they were minutes old. Daphne will grow up and expand the Nott family line and Astoria will do the same with the Malfoy's. It is what is _best_."

"You're stripping them of their freedom, Violeta." Safiya trilled sadistically. "They'll grow to _loathe_ you."

"They can loathe me all they want when they are in wealthy, respectable marriages and don't have to marry and re-marry for the rest of their lives like _some_, Safiya. I will sleep well at night knowing that Theodore is looking out for Daphne and Lucius for Astoria." Violeta took a handful of powder, a pile of Astoria's dressed and undergarments in her hand. "That is all there is to it."

"Astoria hates those dresses." Safiya spat, eyeing the cloth. She resented the way that this was what she was dissolved to, a woman who insults a mothers choice of clothes for her child, but what else was she to do? Violeta was, as much as Safiya loathed it, correct. She was nothing more than a guardian to Astoria and Daphne and, eventually, they would be grown women and would have no reason at all to visit her while she withered away at her son's expense. "The red one she finds itchy and it irritates her skin. The green one, the one _you_ gifted her, was sized wrongly. You sent off Daphne's sizes and Astoria is smaller than her sister."

"Astoria will survive an oversized dress and itchy cloth." She stepped into the fireplace, looking at Safiya with hard eyes. "Like it or not, dear, whether rain or shine, Astoria _will _marry Draco Malfoy." Violeta said stonily, throwing down the floo powder and vanishing in a cloud of green flames and smoke.


	2. Chapter 2

"Where are we?" Daphne asked as she strode by her mother up a gravel path leading to one of the most magnificently dark houses she had ever seen in her life. It was large, larger than the Greengrass Estate for sure; the panels were coated a dark grey, not a scratch or chip visible; grand, white pillars lined the front porch neatly, an even spacing between them; and still, black curtains all primly arranged and identical in each of the large windows. "A friends house." Violeta responded, not slowing her pace to give the two sets of little legs that chased for her so frantically a chance to rest. Astoria, who was the shortest and struggling the most, huffed, breaking into a jog to close the gap between herself and her sister.

"We've been walking for _ages_." Astoria whined. "Why didn't we just floo? We should have just flooed."

"Safiya's house is not connected to this house, princess, that's why we had to apparate." Violeta drew her wand out and twiddled it between her fingers. Astoria eyed it warily.

"Where even _are_ we?" Daphne asked again, this time with less patience as her breathing started to become ragged with tiredness.

"Wiltshire." Violeta responded, tucking her hair behind her ear, giving her eldest daughter a smile. "Look at you two." She mused, lips pouting together as she stared down her children. "My beautiful girls. Both of you in double figures, how magical!"

"I turned ten last year." Astoria responded drily. "And as far as I am aware, ten is a double digit number."

Violeta seemed to have ignored that. "Both of you are so beautiful, taking after your mother, of course!" Daphne and Astoria shared a slight grimace with each other. "Are you excited for your gift, Astoria?"

"Is my gift in this house?" Astoria asked, face screwing up. "Why didn't you keep it in your own home?" To herself, she mused of all the answers that Safiya would snipe about how her mother would never have a children's item in her home because that would drive away all of her long string of lovers at the fear of commitment to such a wretched woman. "Part of your gift resides in the walls of this house, yes."

"Part?" Daphne echoed. "I only got one gift for _my_ birthday!"

"Eleven is a special age, my love. Astoria will be receiving her Hogwarts letter, soon, I expect."

"Not really." Astoria scoffed, forcing her arm through Daphne's to keep herself at a steady pace. "I'll get it sometime during the summer. Daph's still got a term of school left before the long holidays. It's only Easter."

"Time will just _fly_ past, my dear, don't you worry." Violeta trilled as they – _finally_ – reached the porch steps.

"Whose home is this, ma?" Daphne asked quietly as they mounted the steps. Violeta remained silent, stepping up to the door bell and pressing it firmly. Daphne slinked back with caution as Astoria stood forwards, chin tilted in the air and her eyes narrowed at her mother's irritating silence. A loud, old fashioned ringing noise sounded through the walls of the inner house which only served to put Daphne even more on edge. Astoria stood straighter, pushing her shoulders back and pursing her lips with anticipation.

The door creaked open and a tall, beautiful, pale blonde woman revealed herself, the house elf at her feet opened the door further. The woman was frowning, making her features look pretty off putting, Astoria thought, but when she looked to Violeta, she smiled and instantly looked ten times better. She had a wonderful smile, she began to wish that the woman smiled more.

"Is it that time, already?" The woman's voice was like a lullaby, aloof and feminine.

"Indeed it is, my friend." Violeta grinned, placing her hand on Astoria's shoulder. The woman looked down at her and seemed to go into full scrutiny mode. Her eyes bore into every visible inch of Astoria. Seconds later, she met her eye with a kind smile. "Daphne, step forwards." Violeta ordered stonily, a difference from her usual carefree, piercing screech of a voice. Perhaps, Astoria smirked as she thought, her mother tried hard to copy the beautiful woman. If it to be true, Violeta had failed miraculously. Daphne took a step forwards, her brows creased with confusion. "These are my daughters. You may have heard of my eldest, Daphne. She's twelve."

"Ah, Daphne." The woman smiled. "My son speaks very highly of you."

"It's a pleasure to meet you." Daphne said tersely, her body going stiff as her brows relaxed.

"I'm Astoria." The woman looked back to her. "It's my birthday. I'm eleven. How do you do?" Astoria curtseyed and Daphne blushed, having forgotten her manners.

"I am wonderful, thank you, Astoria." The woman smiled. "Eleven, huh? So you'll be off to Hogwarts after the summer, I'm assuming? Or do you have plans to attend a different school?"

"I will be off to Hogwarts with my sister." Astoria replied. "I am sorry if this sounds rude, ma'am, but if I have met you before, I cannot recall."

"Forgive me, young Astoria." The woman apologised. "I must have forgotten my manners in amongst all this… excitement, shall we call it." Astoria smiled kindly, unsure what was so exciting about all of this average exchange of conversation. "I am Narcissa Malfoy."

"It is a pleasure to see you, Missus Malfoy." Astoria bowed her head. "You have a lovely home."

"Thank you." The so-called Narcissa Malfoy smiled. "The three of you, do come in. My husband and son will be returning shortly, but in the meantime, tea, coffee, juice and biscuits shall be served just down the corridor, the first right and then the second door on the right." Narcissa Malfoy stepped behind the door, giving Daphne, Astoria and Violeta space to enter her home, muttering strict orders at the house elf by her feet.

Daphne lingered behind her sister before stepping in fully when nothing sprung out and attacked Astoria for stepping into the grand house. Violeta, however, didn't follow on, opting to linger by the house owner. Astoria knew the signs of two or more adults wanting a private, grown up conversation with no "little ears" (as Safiya called them) around to bear witness and blabber. "Daph, it's the _second door_ to the right. Not the first, don't you listen?"

"Sorry." Daphne muttered, closing the wrong door with a slight, startling slam. Astoria rolled her eyes, opening her mouth to apologise to the homeowner on her sisters nervous behalf when Violeta started taking with slight urgency. It had seemed, Astoria mused to herself, eyes sparking mischievously, that the slamming of the door had led the two adults to think that the two girls had reached their destination and were in the presence of only one another. This, however, was not the case. Astoria and Daphne were at liberty to listen to every single word spoken by the Missus Malfoy and their mother.

"Have you told him, Narcissa?" Violeta asked with urgency. It panicked Astoria slightly to hear her mother sound so frantically intense as opposed to just her usual state of regular intensity. "Have you told Draco?" Narcissa didn't appear to reply, and if she did, it would be through the power of looks alone. "You _said_ –"

"This is my _son_, Violeta." Narcissa replied crisply. "This is his _future_ Lucius and I are dictating. There was no reasoning to why he shouldn't have known sooner. Just because you do not wish Astoria –"

"There was no pressing need for me to tell her before the due time, Narcissa. I was under the impression that we would reveal it to our children together." Violeta sounded impatient and slightly cranky. "If I had known that you had jumped the gun, Narcissa, I wouldn't have bothered taking time out of the little I see my girls to be –"

"I don't expect you to understand, Violeta," Narcissa's tone went cold "but when you have children and you care for them with all your heart and you'd give up your world for them, you see the promises and words that you kept over a decade ago to loosen slightly."

"How _dare_ you insinuate that I don't care for my children!" Violeta whispered harshly.

"I am not saying that you bare no feelings for them." Narcissa replied smoothly and from beside Astoria, Daphne bristled, grabbing onto her younger sisters arm and tugging harshly. Astoria shook her head and pressed her finger to her mouth, silently shushing her. "Of course you do, you do not go through nine months of pregnancy and then the labour to hate the child you carried within your womb. All I am implying, Violeta, is that some people lack… maternal instinct."

"I have _plenty _-"

"I have no quarrels about that, my friend." Narcissa interrupted. "You have enough motherly instinct for the amount of time you spend with them. It is not full time, so you do not have the same amount as myself. Had you, your youngest would have been in the know for as long as my son, if not longer."

"In the know?" Daphne mouthed, face crinkling with confusion. Astoria hushed her again.

"Perhaps you are correct." Violeta allowed at last. "But that still doesn't discount for the fact that you never told me. Now Astoria will find out that she is set to marry your son when –"

"Astoria's marrying _Draco Malfoy_?" Daphne stepped out from around the corner with wide eyes, mouthing hanging open in shock.

"Daphne!" Violeta shrieked with surprise. "What are you –"

"Mother, answer me!" Daphne yelped. "Don't play any more games!"

"Daphne." Astoria muttered, stepping out to be with Daphne as the older girl shook with silent rage. "Daph, hush, it's fine."

"Astoria –"

"_Daphne_." Astoria said sharply, widening her eyes and raising her brows up at her sister, dominating her into silence. "That's enough."

"You – You two were –"

"They were lurking, Violeta." Narcissa said knowingly. "You know children, listening in on the grown-ups talking is adventurous. Actually, maybe you _wouldn't_ know children." Astoria couldn't help but smirk, the tone and word choice flowing from Narcissa's mouth reminding her strongly of Safiya.

"You knew they were standing there?" Violeta blanched.

"Boys are more mischievous, although less subtle." Narcissa replied without answering Violeta's question directly. Astoria had to repress the mad urge to laugh, her mother was constantly skipping around questions, answering in riddle like talk and watching Mrs Malfoy do the exact same to her was impeccably amusing. "Had I not known that the drawing room doors are ensured by the elves that they do not slam, I would not have noticed."

Violeta looked past the lady of the house and frowned. "Astoria –"

"You need not explain yourself." Astoria cut in, forcing herself to smile even though the idea of marrying a boy she had never met (vaguely recalled from Daphne's letters, but that was the extent of that) was making her rather sour. "I should not have been so foolish. You had arranged Daphne to marry that Nott boy, why would I allow myself to think you would have spared me? While you may be my blood, mama, your love for Daphne and I does not run so deeply in your veins."

"Don't be so dramatic, love." Violeta's cheeks burned bright red. Maybe it was being exposed in front of such a wealthy, respectable and beautiful woman such as Narcissa Malfoy, or perhaps it was being ridiculed by a newly turned eleven year old, possibly a healthy mixture of the two. "Draco is a nice boy, you'll be perfectly –"

"He could be the nicest person on earth, mother, but I would still feel the same. You got to choose your marriage to papa, did you not? What happened to you to make you lose your faith in us?"

"Lose my faith?" Violeta echoed. "Dear, I have all of the faith in the world in my two girls. Let us, please, stop the chatter about this nonsense."

Astoria mulled over the thought for a few seconds before relenting. "Very well, then." She conceded with a tight nod. "I don't know about you, Daphne, but I am in dire need of refreshments. Second room on the right, is it, Mrs Malfoy?"

"Please, call me Narcissa, I insist."

"Very well, if you insist."

"And yes, dear, second door on the right." There was something less patronising about the way Narcissa Malfoy used pet names. It was loving and caring, something Astoria had never experienced with her own mother. Her future mother-in-law had shown more affection and love in her tone than her own mother had in the five minutes they had been acquainted.

"Daphne." Astoria muttered, grabbing onto her sister's hand and giving it a small tug. "Come on." Daphne spared a look at their mother, face contorting into a devilish sneer, one Safiya would definitely be proud of, Astoria thought. The two sisters pattered into the correct room, listening to the soft murmurs of two of the now three aspects of mother she had conversing. Astoria rolled her eyes when the door clicked softly behind her, how she would dread to have all three motherly figures in a room at the same time. "Is he nice?" She asked after a prolonged silence.

"Draco?" Daphne asked, nose crinkling.

"No, Merlin."

Daphne huffed, sitting on the edge of the sofa neatly. "He's… very opinionated."

"Is that just a kinder way of saying he's a git?" Astoria asked, stomach bubbling with dread. Daphne smiled bashfully, confirming what she had just said. "Oh. Alright. Maybe he's nicer away from school?"

"Yeah." Daphne said, obviously trying her best to be enthusiastic – she was failing tremendously. "He's probably nicer away from the mudbloods and in the comfort –"

"Daph, I'm going to stop you right there." Astoria cut in, walking to the closed, grand windows that she had admired from the front of the house during their long walk up the gravel path and staring out to the acres of land. "I can't stand talk of this – this – just _this_."

"We should write to Safiya." Daphne said immediately. "She's _always_ loathed mother! She'd set her straight, I just _know_ she will."

"It would be rendered pointless." Astoria clipped, running two long, bony fingers under her eyes as they dampened against her will. "Safiya cannot protect me forever. I'll have to fend for myself. I can withstand a marriage, I know I can. I'll – I'll –" Astoria stopped, watching a black horse and carriage trot slowly up the pathway. "Maybe I should turn to Safiya." She muttered, turning from the window at once in favour of walking to the fireplace and staring at its jewels. "I should – I listen to her, Daphne, and I listen well. I keep my ears to the floor. I've listened to her rambling and her – her _methods_. I mean, how hard could it really be? She's done it without so much as blinking –"

"Astoria Greengrass!" Daphne shrieked, mouth falling open with utter shock. "You cannot – you simply –" Daphne stood from the couch, crossing angrily to the fireplace and leaning close to Astoria's ear. "You will _not_ murder Draco Malfoy!" She hissed lowly.

"And why not, exactly?" Astoria asked curtly, staring adamantly at the fireplace top. Daphne exhaled harshly, her breath tickling the back of her neck.

"Do you know how respected his family is? There isn't a name in the wizarding world more well-known than his. Not even Safiya is mental enough to do that!"

"I'll be discreet." Astoria said adamantly. "Look – _look_ at all the dark artefacts on his _fireplace_! Merlin only knows how much he's got elsewhere in his home, I'll just –"

"You'll just get a one way ticket to bloody _Azkaban_!"

"Oh, girls, must you talk about something so morbid?" The door to the drawing room had opened and Astoria's heart gave a lurch. Daphne wasn't so subtle about her distressed surprise, letting out a small squeak at the sight before them. Narcissa Malfoy stood at Violeta's left; a blonde, older man standing behind her almost protectively; and even though she couldn't see him directly, a smaller set of legs were visibly seen behind the man of the house. _Hello, husband_ Astoria thought leeringly, trying to repress the smirk that threatened to show.

"How long have you been there?" Daphne asked hurriedly. Astoria let out a strangled, impatient sigh at her sister's lack of subtlety.

"Scaredy cat." Astoria proclaimed, turning to look at her sister with a theatrical frown. "We were only admiring your… your fireplace antiques, shall we say, Mrs Mal – _Narcissa_, sorry. I find them rather mesmerising, Daphne, however, not so much."

"You know what they are?" The older man asked, raising a critical eyebrow.

"Indeed I do, sir. I've heard and seen pictures of a few, Safiya has an entire shelf of books with these types of artefacts, but let us not dwell upon those facts. Daphne will only wet herself and I wouldn't be able to stand that embarrassment."

Daphne squeaked with embarrassment, pinching Astoria's arm roughly. She hissed out with pain, twisting away from her sisters long nails which were out for blood. "_Don't_ be insufferable!" Daphne grumbled into Astoria's ear.

"Do you let your personal grooming go to pot at school? Look at your _nails_, Daph! You'll scratch out your eyes with them!"

"_Girls_." Violeta pleaded, looking incredibly out of her comfort zone as her daughters bickered openly. Astoria sighed and Daphne slumped.

"My apologies." Astoria looked at the older man and held his gaze. "I have seemingly lost my manners. I'm Astoria Greengrass, it's a pleasure to meet you." She curtseyed for the second time that day.

"Likewise, young Miss Greengrass." The man crooned, sidestepping around his wife, placing a hand gently on her shoulder as he did so. It was clear that he cared for her and despite her better judgement, Astoria found herself wondering – no, _wishing_ that her own marriage would, perhaps, blossom into something as caring as her fiancés parents. "Lucius Malfoy." The man – Lucius – stuck his hand out. Astoria grabbed it, shook it firmly and took a step back.

"Mr Malfoy, this is my older sister, Daphne. I believe that she attends school with your son." Daphne went crimson as for the second time that day her manners had been left outside of the brass gates of the Malfoy household.

"We're in Slytherin together, actually." Daphne spoke up, turning to face Mr Malfoy fully.

"It is a pleasure to meet you too, Miss Greengrass." Lucius shook Daphne's hand and took a step back, turning to where the two mothers and unsought boy stood. "Draco," Mr Malfoy said icily "do you wish to keep people waiting?"

"Not at all, father." The boy stepped through the small space between his own mother and Astoria's, making his first full appearance. Astoria smiled kindly, silently revelling in the fact that Draco Malfoy was much more handsome than Theodore Nott. While a little angular and sharp around his facial features, his pale skin, eyes and hair made for a wonderful combination. "It is good to be seeing you again, Daphne." Astoria looked to her sister, a single brow flicking up. He didn't seem as bad as Daphne had portrayed him only moments before.

"Likewise, Draco."

"Draco, this is Astoria." Narcissa said slowly. A look of mild irritation crossed the young boys face but he did not act upon it.

Astoria stuck out her hand in the direction of her future husband and smiled. "Astoria Greengrass. Charmed."

"Draco Malfoy." The pair shook hands briefly. Astoria smirked as Draco dropped her hand and stuffed it into the pockets of his robes immediately after contact.

"Draco, why don't you give Astoria your gift?" Narcissa prompted, holding out a small black box. Astoria's heart went into over drive, her eyes flicking to the ring Daphne wore on her right ring finger.

"Gift?" Astoria repeated, hoping she sounded calm and collected even though she was not.

"For your birthday." Draco grumbled, holding out the small box out. Astoria took it, rolling it about in her hands awkwardly. "There's something in it." Draco said abruptly in a rather rude tone. "I didn't just get you a box."

Astoria exhaled harshly through her nose, shooting him an irate look. Lifting the lid of the box, she felt Daphne lean over her shoulder, hoping to get a better look. Her gasp was almost deafening. "It's very pretty." Astoria said quietly, staring down at the glistening silver ring studded with at least three dozen diamonds.

"_Pretty_?" Daphne repeated in awe. "Ria, it's gorgeous."

Astoria forced herself to smile. "Is it a…?" She couldn't bring herself to say the words _engagement ring_. Instead, she looked to Narcissa. Narcissa gave her an encouraging smile, nodding her head. Her heart sunk, picking the ring out of the velvet and handing the box to Daphne. Her sister took it with a smile. Astoria slid the ring down the ring finger on her more dominant hand.

Her left hand immediately felt heavier as did her heart. "Thank you." She muttered, clasping her hands together and resting them on her stomach. "Daphne'll – Daphne marries first, will she, mother?" Astoria asked, meeting her mother's eyes and trying to ignore the cotton feeling in her mouth.

"Daphne and Theodore will wed in the Easter holidays of their seventh year." Violeta reported, a small smile perched on her face.

"And I – _we'll_ wed the following year?"

"Correct."

Astoria smiled tersely. "Alright."

/ / /

"You'll be staying with Lucius and Narcissa for a week before each term." Violeta said, fiddling with the tips of Astoria's long, wavy chestnut brown hair.

"But _why_?" She demanded, pouting a little and folding her arms across her chest. "Daphne doesn't have to stay with the Nott's, does she? Why do _I_ have to?"

"Daphne and Theodore are in the same year and the same house. They have classes together, they share the same common room, they have time to bond over class work but you and Draco won't have much of –"

"This is barbaric, mother!" Astoria proclaimed, stepping back from Violeta, her hair being tugged from her mothers' thin, grasping fingers. "There is not a single doubt that I'll get into Slytherin! Safiya –"

"This isn't about her." Violeta said sharply, eyes flaring dangerously. "This is about the course of your future, Astoria, a future that I have planned very – no. You will let me speak, Astoria Greengrass, you will not interrupt me while I am speaking, am I making this perfectly clear?" Violeta had begun to sound frantic, her voice getting higher. Astoria closed her mouth and nodded silently. "You will reside in Malfoy Manor for a week before each term begins – Christmas, Easter and summer. In your placement you will get to know Draco better. It is duty, Astoria, a duty you are required to follow through with. Do you understand?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good." Violeta nodded curtly, mouth pursing and eyes narrowing slightly. "I've brought you some clothes, night gowns and the lot. I'm sure if I have left anything out, you can owl your sister and get her to send along a few things."

"Yes, mother."

"I'll see you soon, my dear." Violeta said lightly, cupping her daughters face with a single hand.

"Must you go, mama?" Astoria asked, feeling an odd desire to not see her mother retreat through floo, something that usually brought her much relief. "Why don't you stay for a little while? We can – we can take a walk together, spend some time alone. We're very seldom alone, mama, and I'll be off to school soon and I'll only see you less."

"We still have an entire term to spend time together, my dear and after that, all summer." Violeta soothed, completely oblivious to Astoria's urgent need to not be left alone in a house of strangers.

Astoria decided to make this much clear. "I don't know the Malfoy's, mother, I don't want to be alone with them – not just yet."

"Oh, Astoria." Violeta sighed, looking down at her with a small smile. "Draco is to be your husband, you'll have to get to know him eventually." Violeta crouched, face coming level to Astoria's. "Narcissa is my friend, my love. She'll take good care of you. And Lucius is a good, knowledgeable man. You'll learn loads from him and you enjoy learning, don't you my petal?" Astoria's shoulders slumped as she reluctantly nodded. Violeta smiled excellently. "When I go, why don't you get Draco to show you his family's library? It will take you forever to read your way through all of their books. And I'm sure if you ask kindly, you'll get a few games of explosive snap or even some chess."

"I don't want to be here, mama." Astoria whined, looking to the ground.

Violeta sighed, her feet already turning towards the fireplace as she itched to get away and back to her life. "You're a big girl, Azzy, you'll be fine. I must be off now, my darling, be a good girl for the Malfoy's, won't you?"

"Of course, mother." Astoria grumbled, looking back up to her mother, shuffling from foot to foot as her stomach bubbled with anxiety.

"There's my girl." Violeta beamed, picking up a small handful of powder and making her way to the fireplace. "I love you dearly, Astoria."

"Yeah." Astoria muttered, watching as her mother became engulfed by the green roaring flames until she was no more.

"You don't say it back to your mother?"

Astoria let out a little squeal, twisting around to look at the culprit who scared the wits from her. Draco Malfoy, proving to be the ever pompous prick, just like Daphne had insinuated, stood in all his glory, smirking with his pale brows raised.

"How long have you been standing there?" Astoria asked, ridiculously breathless.

"Not so much standing as lurking, really." Draco shrugged, tucking his hands into the pockets of his robes. "I was hoping you'd talk a little more, actually, I want to get the gist of the… _real_ you, shall we say, not the façade you'll spend the rest of your life portraying behind our closed doors. And out of them, of course."

"Who says I'll be dawning a façade?" Astoria asked, raising a perfectly arched brow. "I have no intentions of being anyone other than myself. It isn't like you can back out of this arrangement if you don't like who I am, anyway. Divorce is not an option that can even be tolerated and by the way I heard our mothers speak earlier this has been arranged since I was barely minutes old, so there's no backing out from the ceremony, either. We're stuck with each other."

Draco gave a rather carefree shrug. "Are you going to answer my question?"

"You asked a question?"

"Indeed." Draco walked forwards from the doorway, stepping into the drawing room. "You don't say _I love you_ to your mother?"

Astoria frowned, wondering why he thought his question to be of importance. "What does it matter?"

"Call it curiosity." Draco widened his eyes theatrically, taking a step towards her.

"To answer your question, no, I do not say that to my mother." Astoria wrapped her arms around the front of her tightly beginning to feel rather uncomfortable with his close proximity. "Do _you_ say it back?" She retorted, aiming to subject him into a flurry of blushing mess. It backfired.

"I do." He answered shortly, not looking embarrassed at all. "But _why_ though?" He drawled, stepping past her in favour of dropping down onto the sofa. Astoria's body turned with him but she stayed rooted into place. "Do you not love her?"

"I guess not, no." She replied, staring back at him levelly. "I _like_ her, I guess, but my feelings do not extend into the realm of love. There are few people who I do."

"Your sister? Zabini?"

"Correct, correct and my step-mother." Astoria wondered briefly as Draco shrugged and studied her if he was thinking about her capacity to extend her tiny inner circle of love towards him in the near or far future, but he opened his mouth and all wondrous thoughts were to be just that – a wonder.

"You love your step mother more than your _actual_ mother?"

"My _actual_ mother left me and my sister because she was scared. How can I love someone who has frequent tendencies to abandon her children?"

"How could you love someone who has no blood relations to you?" Draco challenged. Astoria got the vague notion that he was only bothering with her because, for the moment, she was sparkling and new.

"How could you love a wife?" She retorted. Almost immediately after seeing Draco's face pull together as he stared at her with confusion, she continued. "How could you love a husband? How could you love a friend? How could you love the dear, old family dog? You do not have to be joined by blood to feel love."

"We don't own a dog." Draco retorted with a small smirk. Astoria rolled her eyes.

/ / /

"So, young Miss Astoria," Mr Malfoy said conversationally as they sat around an overly large dinner table with dinner spread out in front of them, still steaming hot "what is it you like?"

"I find it easier to identify the things I dislike, personally. For instance, I dislike loud noises."

"Loud noises." Draco repeated slowly, attempting to share a somewhat significant look with his father, who dismissed him with a wave of his hand.

"Go on, Astoria." Mr Malfoy encouraged.

"I dislike books with pictures. I find them presumptuous."

"How am I supposed to figure out the things you _like_? Are you making this whole business difficult on _purpose_?" Draco exclaimed, eyes blowing wide as he most likely mulled over the rest of his life with a girl who could only identify the things she hates in life and finds pictures within books to be presuming.

"All you do is take the things I dislike and ensure with _all_ of your mite that I don't encounter them." Astoria stabbed at some pasta with a smile, shovelling it into her mouth as Draco rolled her eyes, jabbing his fork at his own fusilli with vigour. "A few of the things I do like, though," Astoria said at last once her mouthful was gone, placing her fork down in the bowl "is learning. I enjoy learning. And plants. I do rather like plants."

"You're interested in _herbology_?" Draco sniped, looking at her with disbelief.

"I guess, in a way. I find plants rather fascinating, but I would not like to grow my own. They'll only wither, anyway, so what's the point on planting them?"

"Why begin reading a book if you're only going to finish it?" Draco countered. Astoria smiled pleasantly, wanting nothing more than to reach across the table and wrap her hands around his neck and squeeze until –

"I enjoy looking at art. Abstract, life, the lot, really. Safiya's got an artist brother and he visits quite a bit and paints and draws pictures of the landscapes and whatever takes his fancy."

"Do you draw, Astoria?" Narcissa asked politely, smiling rather sincerely.

"I do not. I find it aggravating when what happens on canvas doesn't resemble what I thought up in my mind." Astoria took a small sip of her water, looking over the rim of the glass at her fiancé with a raised brow. "What about you, Draco?" She asked, setting down her glass. "What is it you enjoy?"

"When you ask me that, are you really asking what I hate?"

"Actually, I was trying to be patronising, but if you want to answer my question go ahead." Astoria simpered, hoping her smile would come across as teasing and not how she felt; murderous. Draco fumbled for a few seconds, seeming to struggle with picking up his fork.

"Who do you think you are?" He fumed, face going a rather pleasant shade of pink.

"Why, were you not mentally present when we had our introductions?" Astoria chided, resting her cheek on the knuckles of her left hand, repressing the urge to move it when the new ring she bore pressed harshly into her skin. "I'm Astoria Greengrass. Seven years from now, darling, people will be toasting our united force." Pink went to red and Astoria beamed.

"I like Quidditch." Draco muttered rather sourly, looking down at his plate possibly to hide his darkened blush and even so, it was rendered pointless, the tips of his ears had been dyed, too.

"Ooh, absolutely shocking. A prepubescent boy taking a liking to Quidditch? Definitely valuable information to handle, for sure." Astoria drawled, stabbing at the last of her pasta and shovelling it into her mouth. Draco looked from his plate with a heavy lidded glower. "You look confused, _darling_." Astoria purred and from the corner of her eye, she caught Mr Malfoy looking thoroughly confused as to how to react to the scene unfolding in front of him and Narcissa Malfoy smiling down at her plate, already deciding on being amused rather than opposed. "I was just passing off a comment that it's not exactly secret that all boys like Quidditch. Blaise does, surprisingly, and he hardly likes much." Draco distracted himself from his heated face by sipping daintily at his water. Astoria hadn't known the boy long and she already knew that his behaviour was entirely out of character. She couldn't wait to tell Daphne. "Anyway, let us pretend my comment was never uttered." Astoria started to wonder if Safiya would grin at her behaviour towards men. "Which team is it you support?"

"Here and there." Draco muttered with a flick of his hand. "I suppose you support the Harpies?"

"I'm an unbiased party, I'm afraid. Never watched a full match – I don't even know the positions."

Draco balked.

"Why couldn't have we had a girl?" Narcissa piped up, glancing at her husband from the corner of her eye. At Draco's rather offended look, she scrambled to make it better, "it isn't that I don't love you, my dear, Merlin knows I do, but the number of Quidditch games I have had to suffer through is appalling."

Astoria grinned and Draco frowned.

/ / /

"Forgive me, Astoria, if this goes dreadfully wrong." Narcissa muttered from behind her, sitting up on her knees, separating the young girl's hair into two, equal pieces. "I haven't plaited hair since I was not much older than you."

"You won't be much worse than Daphne." Astoria consoled. "She turned my hair pink when I was six while only trying to put it up in a ponytail." She reminisced. "It was her first case of accidental magic, my papa was thrilled, he was convinced she was a squib. Turns out, she was just really, _really_ reserved and quiet. She's never been one for talking unless she sees it to be important." She didn't know for sure, but the way Narcissa's hands stopped at the crown of her head for a few seconds felt something short of an embrace. "Mother says she gets it from her sister, Sarah, but Safiya says its because she's been around mother's loud mouth too much and doesn't want to speak in fear of being like her."

"Who do you think you take after?" Naricssa asked pleasantly, handing off the right side of her hair over Astoria's shoulder and starting the process of giving the left side a French braid.

"Dunno." Astoria shrugged. "I don't remember much of what papa was like because Safiya gets upset when we speak of him and I don't want to upset her."

"Do you think you're like your mother?" Narcissa inquired. "And do tell me if I hurt you, alright?"

"I don't think I want to be like my mother." Astoria quietly admitted after a few seconds, fiddling with a loose thread of her pale blue night gown. "Inevitably, I will become a mother within around ten years and while I've never been around children, I wouldn't like to abandon them." Astoria paused for a thoughtful few seconds. "It has to be hereditary to abandon your children, must it? No person can be quite selfish enough to leave them with a near enough stranger without it being passed down. I love Saf, I love her with all my heart, but she's not _mine_." Astoria added quickly, trying to amend her mistake of bashing Safiya after all she's done for her and her sister. "She's – She's Blaise's. Papa was mine and Daphne's, but he's gone now and I don't think mother _wants_ to be mine. She likes the idea of it, yes, if it means she can flaunt us like a prized possession, but that's all we are to her, really." The mood in the room went from light-hearted to sombre with each word Astoria spoke. Narcissa was reminded of her age when the girl was none the wiser, humming happily to herself, allowing her hair to be twisted and adjusted while wrapping a loose thread around her finger. Narcissa frowned at the back of Astoria's head sympathetically.

"Well, I promise that I won't turn your hair pink." Narcissa said evenly. Astoria let out a small gasp of laughter. "I'll go for a deep green, if the situation _must_ occur. It's my favourite colour." Astoria laughed again, only this time for longer and more audible. It made Narcissa smile.

/ / /

"My mother said you were knowledgeable." Astoria said knowingly, tugging absently at the itchy fabric. Mr Malfoy raised his eyebrows. "Just before she left the other day. She said, and I quote directly from memory, _Lucius is a good, knowledgeable man_. My mother said you were knowledgeable."

"What is it if I am?" Mr Malfoy retorted, reminding Astoria strongly of his son.

Astoria gave a small shrug. "Nothing, really. Nothing of immediate importance, anyhow." Again, Mr Malfoy arched a brow. "I enjoy learning, is all." Astoria admits with another shrug.

"Possible Ravenclaw?" Is all Mr Malfoy replied with.

"_Please_." Astoria scoffed. "I'd just have to off myself if I were in Ravenclaw. Or Hufflepuff. Or Gryffindor. _Especially_ Hufflepuff."

"Hoping to get into Slytherin, then?"

"Oh, not hoping, Mr Malfoy." Astoria chirps, an oddly mischievous smile flitting across her face. "_Knowing_. If my sister can get into Slytherin, I'm practically there already."

"Sharing blood doesn't mean you'll get in. The Hat doesn't look at blood." Mr Malfoy seemed to say this with a slight sneer, unable to comprehend how something could take blood into account for every mundane activity.

"My sister is the sweetest person I know." This shouldn't really account for much and Astoria knew this, she didn't know much people out of those she considered her family – in fact, the total had been put up to three, and it just happened to be the man in front of her and his family. "She's not even that manipulative."

"And you are?" Mr Malfoy retaliated, looking at her with more attention than he had before.

Astoria smiled and gave yet another shrug. "If you'll take my word for it."

"Sure." Mr Malfoy allowed, because what harm is it trusting the word of a girl just turned eleven?

"Pink swear on it?" Astoria asked rather childishly, looking deadly serious.

"Sure." Mr Malfoy repeated, only slower this time. He took Astoria's pinky in his own, giving it a small shake as if it were a business deal.

"Now." Astoria said lavishly. "Since you have been nominated good and knowledgeable man of the year, would you mind terribly helping me pronounce a few words I stumbled across in some books in your library? Saying words phonetically isn't always ideal."

Mr Malfoy looked to the stack of papers on his desk that he himself had volunteered to fill out for the Minister (arse kissing at its best, Narcissa would trill). He relented in the end, allowing Astoria to sit on the arm of his chair, a pile of large books on the small table behind her, flicking through the marked off pages. There was weirder ways he could spend his day, he supposed.

/ / /

"You know," Draco Malfoy drawled, dropping from the tree he so lavishly occupied seconds beforehand, landing on his feet like an oversized, hairless, two footed cat "it isn't ladylike to be strutting around – _outside_, no less – yanking at your dress." Astoria jumped and glowered.

"I don't care for acting like a _lady_." She sniffled, tugging more manically at the fabric. "It _itches_."

"Go and change, then." Draco said simply.

"But I _can't_." Astoria whinged. "Mother was – She was – She was _her_." Astoria slid down the trunk of the tree and onto the grassy ground, tipping her head back and letting out a frustrated growl. "She knows nothing about me, you know."

"_Surely_ she knows your age." Draco pointed out, seeking refuge in the space by her side. Astoria glared. "Your birthday?"

"That's about it, really."

"Allergies?"

"I've got none." Astoria muttered. "But what I _do_ have is very, _very_ sensitive skin. Which is why this stupid, bloody _state_ of a material is causing me serious issues."

"Go and change into a different dress, then."

"Eugh," Astoria grunted. "Don't you listen?" Draco lifted his pale eyebrows. "I've only got one dress left that hasn't been worn – I've got three days left residing here. I've got to make these last."

"Do you realise, Astoria, that I have _house elves_? They are perfectly capable of washing, you know."

"Can we not speak about washing and items of clothing?" Astoria requested with an impatient huff. "I want to take my mind off the unbearable itching."

"Fine." Draco allowed, resting his head back against the tree like Astoria and closing his eyes lightly, allowing the spring sun to shine through the beginnings of leaves and early year flowers and onto his face. "What is it you would like to talk about, Lady Greengrass?"

Astoria scoffed at the formalities, secretly glad that Draco was not aware of her growing smile. "Well, _Sir Malfoy_, I, for one, would like to know about school."

Draco cracked an eye open and stared at her incredulously. "_School_?" He echoed with disbelief.

"Yes, tell me about Hogwarts."

"Does Zabini not talk to you while he's home? Write, perhaps? What of your sister?"

"_Blaise_," she made a point of punctuating her step-brothers name clearly "speaks to me just fine. Rarely picks up a quill, and when he does it's to mock his fellow classmates. I've heard all about that Longbottom child." Draco thought it rich of her to think of someone with a year on her as a child. "And as for Daphne, she's prone to utter romance. Surely Hogwarts can't be the peak of romanticisms and love." Draco frowned, closing his opened eye. Although he would never admit, he was pretty sure that Hogwarts was all that and more. It was, undoubtedly, beautiful. He'd be caught dead admitting that, though, especially to the girl he was set to marry. "I want to hear it from a bloke's perspective."

"Are you meaning to tell me, Astoria, that Zabini is, in fact, not a male?"

Astoria managed to trill out a laugh. "When I ask him, he just shrugs and mutters _it's alright, I guess_." Draco gave a half-hearted snort at her rather uncanny impersonation of his fellow dorm mate. "I want to know everything you know about school." Draco paused for a few moments, unsure of where to begin. He did, eventually, delve into details of Hogwarts. From where, he would never be able to recall, but he could remember feeling like it felt to be the start.

/ / /

"You don't talk much of your friends." Draco mumbled on Astoria's final night, the night before he would be going back to the spectacular castle and resuming his education before Astoria had even the chance to begin hers. Over the few days she had been held a voluntary hostage, they had resembled something of akin to friendship. It was rather nice, both of them supposed, being friends with the person they were set to marry rather than hating them deeply. At least their marriage would have some foundation for it to either grow or stay as is.

"Don't have any." Astoria shrugged. "My father passed before he had the chance to set up roots for me like he did with Daph. Coincidently, the year he was supposed to thrust me out into the world was the year he kicked the bucket." Astoria fiddled with strands of grass. "Sort of inconsiderate, isn't it?"

"What about your step-mother?" Draco inquired nosily, knowing that asking about her actual mother would be a waste of breath and air.

"I don't think she knew what to do. She didn't grow up here, she grew up in Gao someplace and from the stories I've heard, the community is really tight-knit. She knew all of the children her age, over and under before she could speak properly. She didn't grow up like us."

"Why didn't you make friends with Daphne's friends?"

"I associated with them." Astoria said nimbly. "I like them fine – Pansy's nice, Tracey's rather funny but they're Daphne's. She didn't want her little sister trailing along after her." Astoria sat forwards, crossing her legs over one another, shredding the grass from the soil. "I mean, I could always trail after Blaise when I get to Hogwarts after summer, but I don't think he'd want his brat of a step-sister tagging along with him and his mates, and I'm pretty sure you'd rather if your fiancée kept a distance for a bit."

"I don't really '_tag along_' with Blaise," Draco said with a small shrug "he keeps to himself, really. Sits in the corner of the Common Room with a book for most of the – what's with the face?" Astoria was frowning deeply, her brows creasing rather tremendously (who knew they could move that close together?!) and her mouth twisted downwards.

"Blaise _hates_ reading. He's says it's –" Her frown turned into an immediate smile and her brows slackened. Draco pursed his lips wondering if he had been set up with a bi-polar psychopath. "Does he sit close to people as he reads?"

"Um, I guess? It's a common room, Astoria, it's always riddled with people."

Astoria laughed loudly. "He's – He's _genius_!"

"I'm struggling to get to how you got that that concl –"

"I probably shouldn't tell you." Astoria muttered, grinning manically while chewing on her fingers. "Blaise would slaughter me if he knew that I told –" She stopped speaking narrowing her eyes slightly. "But it is duty, isn't it? How bad would it look at me if we were engaged of all a few days and I was _already_ harbouring secrets? _Blaise's_ secrets at that?"

"You're a mad woman." Draco proclaimed.

"Promise me," Astoria said suddenly, grabbing his face by the cheeks, forcing rather intimate eye contact "promise me you will not tell anyone else what I am about to tell you. Not even your stupid, _bloody_ peacocks. Not your mother, not your father, this is _strictly between us_. Promise me that."

"Surely this can't be _that_ –"

"Just _promise me_."

"Alright. I promise."

Astoria sat back down, grinning. Even though her hands had left his face, he could still feel them imprinted there.

"Blaise is pretending to read. Or maybe he's actually reading, but that's only a small detail." Astoria looked like she held the single most biggest secret in the entire world. "He's only reading to gather information on you lot." Draco's eyes widened. That plotting, conniving little _bast_ – "So watch what you say around him. Because eventually, when he sees fit, he'll use it against you to get what he wants." Astoria shrugged as if it was that simple. "Another game of Gobstones?" Draco frowned, but sorted out the stones into organised piles.

/ / /

Astoria's excitement was undeniable the morning of both her and Draco's departure of the Malfoy Manor. She seemed to have lost the ability to be able to keep her feet still and she had giggled (a full on _giggle_) and grinned her entire way through breakfast. Draco couldn't help but feel rather offended on his family's (mainly his own) behalf. _Surely_ the grand Malfoy Manor was by far better than the miniscule Estate that probably didn't even have pointless peacocks strutting around, spreading excrement everywh – maybe it's a good thing she doesn't have that, actually. The point still stood, though, his family could afford to make pointless and expensive purchases without suffering at all. Could the Greengrass's do that? Draco wasn't entirely sure, he had only heard of their name in conversation before he was told at age seven that he was set to marry the youngest Greengrass spawn and only properly laid eyes on a Greengrass when he met Daphne.

They sat in the small black carriage that pulled them down the unnecessarily long gravelled path leading to the gates at the start of the Malfoy's land, Astoria sat by Draco, the two of them facing backwards, sitting across from husband and wife, Lucius and Narcissa. Astoria didn't let the sour thoughts of _that'll be you and Draco in a few years_ ruin her rather excellent mood. She stared outside the window, watching the scenery whizz past at immense paces (she wasn't even sure if they were _in_ Malfoy land, anymore) as Draco fiddled around with his collar, completely adamant that he could do it himself, thank you very much mother, I'm eleven _years_ old, not _months_. Narcissa didn't bother snapping about his cheek, taking great pleasure in watching his struggle instead.

"I do hope Safiya got the letter I sent." Narcissa muttered absently, smirking victoriously as Draco's hands snapped to his side and he reluctantly leaned forward, silently beckoning his mother's assistance. She fiddled with the collar for all of two seconds before it was sitting perfectly. "It was a little late when I sent it."

"She would have got it in this morning's post. She's always up around seven, says it's good for the mind." Astoria took note of Draco's frown. "Personally, I wouldn't believe her." She rattled on. "She's been really into health and beauty columns lately, I think they sprout a load of rubbish, but Saf swears by them." There was something about the way Astoria spoke with fondness that made her seem all the more like a small child as opposed to the older teen she had portrayed herself to be. It was both disturbing, the reality of her age, and endearing, the childish innocence drawing each person in the carriage to her in their own way.

"We're picking up your mother first, Astoria." Narcissa said, looking across at the younger girl, subconsciously eagerly awaiting for her reaction.

Astoria wrinkled her nose distastefully out the window. "She either wants a report or to fulfil her motherly duties of sending Daph away." Astoria snickered to herself. "Something tells me it _isn't_ the latter."

"A report?" Draco sneered. "Of what? The different colours of flowers you saw on your trip home?"

Astoria rolled her eyes. "Don't be silly." She chided lightly. "I can't see the colours of flowers on the ground; look, we're going too quickly." Despite his better judgement, Draco was inclined to look out the window simply by the lull of Astoria's voice. The carriage came to a slow halt and Astoria grimaced at the familiar cottage that sat pretentiously behind some short-cut hedges. Flowers of all types were cluttered at every window and long, wilting vines stretched up every visible inch of the outside walls. "Do you reckon I could write up a quick report about all the flowers I've seen on my journey home?" Astoria asked snidely, eyeing the house with immense distaste.

"How much vegetation does your mother _need_ under one roof?"

"Draco, don't be mean." Narcissa chastised, but she was more than likely thinking the same thing.

"I think she buys flowers and plants each time Safiya calls her a waste of proper, breathable air to make up for it. Plants give back oxygen, you know." Draco did know, actually and felt the need to comment on this fact. Just as Astoria was about to retaliate, the door to her mother's abode opened and the only thing that Astoria could mutter was a plea for Death. "_Merlin_, I beg of you, take me now." Violeta Greengrass, while usually rather pretty (but not up to Narcissa Malfoy's standards and nowhere near Safiya's) had completely ruined her good looks by dressing head to toe in black, a rather large had which had large, white _feathers_ sprouting from the top, and oversized, heavily tinted sunglasses despite the lack of actual sun. "Maybe we can get away if we go now." Astoria looked pleadingly to her future in-laws.

"I think your mother looks nice." Narcissa was obviously lying. Her husband seemed to know this, too, as he gave a loud, decisive snort. Narcissa elbowed him sharply, shooting him a harsh look. "Violeta, _Lucius_, looks _perfectly_ fine."

"Whatever you say, darling." Lucius muttered, turning from the walking monstrosity who was getting far too close for comfort and turning to look out the window to his left. Astoria really couldn't blame him.

"She looks like she's in mourning." Draco whispered, absolutely aghast.

"_Draco_."

"She's most likely mourning my dignity that just vanished when she left her –"

"Violeta." Narcissa greeted enthusiastically, grinning excellently.

"Good morning, all." Violeta greeted, grinning with a closed mouth. She favoured the seat to Narcissa's right rather than the vacant one by Astoria, striking it to be rather odd with her daughter. Suspiciously, Astoria took a closer look at her mother, inspecting her rather odd behaviour with a critical eye and glossing over every visible inch of her skin, just to be sure. The carriage resumed moving at its fast pace and Violeta's hand went to her mouth and her posture stiffened. Astoria lifted a thin brow at her mother's antics.

"Are you alright, Mother?"

"I'm fine, dear."

"It's just you've got red marks. On your neck." Astoria motioned to her own with a slight grimace, thoroughly impressed by her own strength and ability not to cackle with utter delight. _Her mother had love bites_! Even Lucius, a man of a stony demeanour, turned to get a glimpse.

"It's just a rash, love." Violeta assured, a light blush creeping up her neck. "How – How have you been, Azzy?" It was Astoria's turn to blush as Draco raised his pale brows at her, a smile tugging at the edges of his lips.

"Delightful." She frowned, the use of the insufferable nickname turning her happy mood sour.

"Have you been a good girl?"

"Yes."

"Behaving properly?"

"Yes."

"That's good."

"Hmm."

The carriage went silent and Astoria wanted to die with embarrassment. Draco was smirking rather victoriously. Violeta looked constantly on edge, wincing when they went over a bump in the roads. Narcissa inched closer to her husband, not wanting to be in aim when – sorry, _if_ Violeta was to throw up. Lucius stared out the window.

Eventually, too long for Astoria's liking, actually, they pulled into the Greengrass Estate, slowing to a stop. Violeta was the first to exit, throwing herself from the confined space before it even had the chance to stop moving completely. Lucius followed after Narcissa, a hand placed firmly and lovingly on the pit of her back. Draco stood from his seat with a smirk. "After you, _Azzy_."

"Insufferable _dolt_." Astoria snarled, stepping down from the carriage in a particularly foul mood. Draco snickered as he followed after her.

"Astoria!" The woman standing at the top of the chalk white stairs had to be one of the most gorgeous specimens Draco had ever laid eyes on. He willed himself not to stare, of course, because now he was officially spoken for and he was a _gentleman_ for Merlin's sake. The least he could do was ogle when nobody was looking. The woman descended the stairs and walked towards the running eleven year old, embracing her tightly when they collided. "I missed you, I missed you, I missed you!" Astoria squealed. The beautiful woman muttered something to, presumably, if his guessing's were correct on her identity, her step-daughter, making the young girl laugh.

"Violeta, dear, you're looking like death's front door this morning." Safiya said silkily, a coy smirk twitching at her features. Violeta blinked rather furiously, perhaps feeling too ill to retaliate in the fashion she usually would (complete desperation to beat down her children's better moth – _step-mother_). "My, my." Safiya purred, eyes sparkling with evil mirth. "You truly are looking worse for wear, aren't you sweetheart?"

"I can't be done with your venom today, Zabini." Violeta muttered, looking rather tired. A dull spark lit up her bland eyes and she smiled. "Or have you referred back to Greengrass? Forgive me, I'm not caught up on your many surnames, but it usually accompanies which home you live in, correct? If I am not mistaken, this _is_ the Greengrass Estate. I do hope that you aren't using my lovely daughters to inhabit this rather fine establishment?"

If she was phased, Safiya didn't show it. Not a single passing of anger flashed across her face, she only bore a look of extreme calmness. "Is that what you're doing, Violeta? When you and Harrison divorced, it came a rather large shock to us all that you had elected to keep his last name. Were you hoping to snag the family home after Astoria and Daphne were shipped off to marry their respective men?" Safiya's cool eyes flickered over to the Malfoy family. "I do not mean you and your family any bad mouthing and disrespect, Lucius, Narcissa, young Draco." She looked back to Violeta with a cruel smirk. "I am merely commenting on Violeta's lack of class and mental stability. It is, after all, very unbecoming of a woman with such purity of the blood to be sleeping with any man who has a pulse? Running west when you discovered you were bearing child, scared that one of your many one night –"

"I would ask if we could all take a lovely stroll in the Estate's gates luscious gardens, Safiya, all of us can get to know each other a little better, but I'm assuming you wouldn't want a respectable man such as Lucius to stumble across your freshly laid soil, now, would we? When was it you laid it, again, Safiya? Mid December? Why, isn't that when your dear old husband kicked –"

"Mother!" The sound of angry steps emerged from the Estate and a furious Blaise Zabini was stomping down the stairs, cloak billowing behind him lavishly. "I located both my wand _and_ my book of very harmful, destructing hexes and jinxes sure to turn ones head into an explosive ball of _something_ better than what you have now, you –"

"That is enough, Blaise." Safiya cautioned, not even needing to turn to make her son submit to her words. "Astoria, why don't you take Draco and Blaise inside? You three can collect Daphne, tell her it's time to go."

Draco felt inclined to stay put, but the way Astoria was staring at him, twitching her head towards her front door, he was pressured into following her. Giving a nod of acknowledgment to Zabini (he'd never open his mouth without thinking his words through properly, thanks to the vital piece of information given to him by Astoria) he shoved his hands into the pockets of his robes. "Is it _always_ like that?" He asked when they were free from the adult eyes and ears.

"Not to that level of extremity, no." Astoria replied as they walked the empty halls. "Daphne!" She yelled, climbing a quarter of a dozen stairs, staying still as she listened out for her sisters footsteps. "I think Safiya's just angry that she didn't know about our little arrangement. Pity that the next time they saw each other was in the presence of your family." Astoria stepped down a single stairs, pursing her lips and looking over the two boys' heads. "Trinket!" She screeched abruptly. Blaise sneered at his fellow house mate and dorm sharer when he gave a started jump. With a crack, a terrible old house elf was wavering at Astoria's feet, looking up at her with wide, teary eyes.

"The little brat has returned from her stay away, has she?" The house elf croaked.

"The little _what_?" Astoria asked, eyes flaring and jaw setting. "Bad mouth me again, you vile thing, and I'll throw you down these stairs."

The house elf wailed.

"Shut up." Astoria snarled. "Have you seen Daphne?"

"The other young mistress is eating her breakfast."

"Very well." Astoria muttered, eyes narrowing. "Bring my belongings up to my room. And set them _nicely_, you foul mouthed cretin, and don't go stealing my father's things, alright? They're _mine_. If I find out that you've touched yourself _again_ anywhere near my photo album I _will_ slaughter you myself!"

"Master never would have spoken to Trinket in such a terrible manner."

"Well, Trinket, I have some news for you." The house elf stared up at his mistress with rightfully cautious eyes. "My daddy is dead." The smile that accompanied such news didn't make sense. "Did you hear that, Trinket? Your master is dead." A rather malicious cackle left Astoria's mouth. "Dead, dead, dead!" She accompanied each trill of the word '_dead_' with a gleeful jump down each stair. The house elf burst into loud, undignified tears. "You may go." Astoria sniffed, holding her head high.

The house elf fled with a crack. Astoria's down turned lips lifted. "Excuse the house elf," she said lightly "and you need not worry, I will not be taking that _beast_ anywhere with me. When I leave here, the only part of that thing I'll be taking with me is its decapitated head."

"I do wish he went out of his way to speak with you more, Ria." Blaise commented with a coy smirk as they resumed their walking. "I do love being reminding that I inhabit a home with an insane psychopath."

Astoria let out a feminine scoff.

"But, as I hear it, Malfoy, you've got all of this to look forward to." This had to be one of the handful of times Blaise had openly conversed with Draco since the beginning of their education. "Am I correct to assume that a congratulations are in order for the new, happy couple?"

"I am going to have to politely decline your proposal, brother mine." Astoria sniffed. "Any congratulations coming from your venom filled mouth is a guaranteed jinx." Blaise openly laughed. "And if you dare try to imply that any aspect of this arrangement is willing, I will poison you. I won't even try to be subtle. I'll doze your morning tea. When I go to school after summer, I'll have so much chances to do so. Watch your tongue, love."


	3. Chapter 3

Astoria next turned up on the Malfoy's doorstep the week before the summer holidays ended. Her skin was sun kissed, beautifully so and it seemed to highlight the olive shade of green her eyes were; her long, ash brown hair that had stayed almost miraculously straight during her previous stay, no matter the weather conditions and long days, was now an abundance of waves, tidily so; she had seemed to grow at least an inch over the short months they had gone without physical contact; and her dimples were deeply ingrained on her grinning face. Draco managed his own smile, not nearly as large and enthusiastic as his fiancées, but Astoria didn't appear to care that he did not share her enthusiasm. He smiled briefly at her stepmother who towered over the two of them, looking to be rather strained on the face. He looked away, willing himself not to stare at her beauty.

"Astoria, darling, you're looking beautiful." Narcissa cooed, shoving the door open wider for easier access. "Safiya, how are you?"

Safiya shot an irate look down at her step daughter (who continued to beam) before sighing. "I have Violeta Greengrass in my lounge unconscious." Was all she said, taking Astoria by the back of the neck and shoving her inside the manor. Narcissa looked unsure and Draco snickered. His mother clapped him on the back of the head.

"Mother bought me my school supplies as a belated birthday present along with some books she claimed she thought I'd like._ I_ think she picked up the first three that came to hand." Astoria reported, wriggling out from Safiya's grasp and practically danced and skipped down the hall. "With school supplies came a wand!" She cheered.

"Violeta, the absolute _dear_," Draco assumed that 'dear' was not the correct term Safiya truly wanted to use "had picked up Astoria a self-defence book, a book of hexes, and a book of magical law enforcement." Safiya drew out a withered sigh. "Either the detestable specimen wants her daughter to be an Auror or she was far too busy with the sales clerk to bother reading the spines." Safiya shot Narcissa a meaningful look. "I think we _both_ know which it _really_ was."

Narcissa hummed, closing the door softly. "I think we do."

"Astoria, don't run off." Safiya said sharply. Astoria stopped in her tracks, turning to look pleadingly at her stepmother. "Don't pin me with that look, _girl_, do you know who's going to have to deal with your mother when she wakes up? Me."

"_Seriously_, Saf." Astoria drawled. "I really didn't mean it. I had no clue that the spell would even work, I've never tried magic before."

"When I tired magic for the first time, my first spell was _Lumos_, not Expelliarmus! And I most certainly did _not_ point my wand directly at my mother while performing it!"

Astoria pouted once more. "What did she expect me to do? She handed me one of her _stupid_ books and told me to pick a spell and try it. She should really consider herself lucky that I put the book of hexes second on the pile and not _first_. Then I really would be in trouble."

"You're in trouble now!"

"Don't act like you didn't laugh, Safiya." Astoria chided. "I saw the glint in your eyes as you saw her go down. I saw you laugh. You think you can hide these things, but you can't."

"Back chat me again, little lady, and I will ensure that you are put to bed without dinner." Safiya warned with a stern wag of her finger. Astoria rolled her eyes, seemingly harmless but with Safiya's growing mood, Astoria would have been just as well slapping her around the face. "Cheek me again and I'll get Trinket to watch guard over you at nights." Astoria pouted dramatically and looked to the ground, careful not to enrage her stepmother any further.

"Difficult parenting day?" Narcissa snarked lightly, placing her hand over the top of Astoria's head, softly stroking through her hair.

"The worst." Safiya muttered sourly. "Daphne's in hysterics." Draco took a rather sick fascination with imagining the eldest Greengrass sister bawling undignified, blotchy tears ruining her pretty face all because her younger sister is a little bit of a sod. "Blaise had to take her outside to help her stop laughing. She was almost in tears when we left, all I'm hoping is that Violeta doesn't wake to find her precious little Daphne laughing at her expense." Daphne Greengrass cackling at someone's misfortune was certainly not something Draco had ever imagined.

"Oh you know Violeta, Safiya, when her heads hit the pillow she'll be out for hours." Narcissa admonished with the wave of her hand. "Would you like some tea?"

"Oh no, I can't, I mustn't leave Blaise and Daphne alone for too long with that clinically insane house elf." Safiya's harsh features turned softer. "I do hope Astoria won't trouble you as much as she has done me." Safiya took Astoria's hand in her own. "I have taken her wand into my custody so hopefully she won't be firing spells left right and centre."

"She's acting like I can't ask for yours, Draco." Astoria's eyes flickered to the pale boy (who hadn't seemed to get any more colour on his skin during the sweltering summer weeks) and she grinned, looking up to her stepmother. "I think you're forgetting some of my greater qualities, Saf."

Safiya pursed her lips and hummed. "I think you're overestimating how far your wit, sly tongue charms and looks will get you, my dear Ria." She caressed the side of Astoria's face with the cup of her hand, smiling softly. "In due time, lovely, it'll do you wonders. For now, I shall leave you. I'll see you – Thursday, is it, you're hosting tea, Narcissa?" Narcissa nodded. "I'll see you Thursday, lovely."

"Will you give me my wand on Thursday, then?"

"Not a chance."

/ / /

"Summer doesn't do you much."

Draco's eye's narrowed, not feeling entirely sure if it was merely an observation or something akin to an insult. "What's _that_ supposed to mean?"

"You're still as pale you were in the Easter." Astoria shrugged. "How are you supposed to know when the seasons change?"

"When the –" Draco stopped speaking to blink with pure amazement at her rather large amount of stupidity springing from her mouth. "I don't know how you do it, but I simply look at my watch – it has the _date_ on it – and I look at the calendar my mother keeps which tells you when the seasons start."

"Why do you look at your watch with the date if your mother owns a calendar?"

"Because I always have my watch on, don't I?" Draco asked irritably. "I don't keep a calendar strapped to my ankles."

"Maybe you should." Astoria said with a coy grin. "Make a fashion statement. You'll be a true trend setter. Maybe Daph'll read of you in Witch Weekly."

Draco snorted and the two went into silence. Draco fiddled with his fingers and Astoria watched the peacocks on the Malfoy's land chase defenceless bees, snickering with delight. "How do you keep track of the seasons?" Draco asked abruptly, sick of his wandering mind. "How do you _not_ use a calendar?"

"My skin tans in summer. It gets slightly paler in autumn. I go white as a sheet in winter. I get a little darker in spring. It's a cycle."

"How do you know the exact dates? Of the seasons?"

Astoria's face screwed up and she looked at him. "Why would you need to know the _exact_ dates? What – What good does that do me?"

"How did you even _get_ that tan, anyway?" Draco reflected with a heavy frown.

"Daph and I went to Greece. I've got family there, you know." Draco did not know and found it rather fascinating, his entire family from both sides coming for England and England only, so it was rather unusual to hear of a British pureblood having family out of the United Kingdom. "Have you ever been to Greece?" Astoria pondered casually and Draco wanted to sneer. While he hadn't ventured that far, would it be wise to declare it? Were they in this stage of their blossoming relationship, sharing details of their past family holidays and making light, intriguing conversation? After a few moments he relented, he'd have to suppose that they were. "I've never went to Greece."

"Oh, but you should." Astoria gushed and Draco began to wonder why her cheeks hadn't split from the amount of smiling she had done. "It's absolutely _gorgeous_. The seas are blue and clear, the beaches are golden and the weather is utter _perfection_."

"I don't suppose I've had a reason to go to. My family own a house in France so we vacate there sometimes, we own a lodge in the South of France which makes good for skiing and the lot, we have a lake house up somewhere in Scotland, but we don't have a stay away home in Greece." Draco paused, knowing that there were many more Malfoy residencies around the world, some that he wasn't too sure of himself, but would he ever admit this? Pah, of course not, he was a Malfoy, he didn't show weaknesses in knowledge.

"Well," Astoria said, picking up a daisy and twirling it between her nimble fingers "when we're betrothed I'll take you there. We can see if your pale complexion does anything else than make you look like a ghost."

"I do _not_ look like a ghost!"

"Oh, but you do." Astoria gave him a slight smirk and shrugged with a single shoulder. "That's okay, though, I guess. You'll just be easier to find in summer… look for the combination of bleach blonde and white and you've spotted the mini Malfoy."

Draco studied her for a few moments, feeling like this was an insult on his being but the look on her face said otherwise. Was she – was she _joking_? Was she attempting to make jokes with him? He froze for a few seconds, having not been aware that their relationship had progressed into the actual, literal realm of _friendship_. Man, he hadn't even entered that with Crabbe and Goyle, why had he entered it with her, of all people? "What should I look for, then?" He asked, trying to regain his composure. "What do I need to do to seek out Little Greengrass?"

"Well, Safiya usually says that if you follow the sound of destruction and loudness you'll usually find me, but I think that's rather insulting, don't you think?"

Insulting, yet undeniably true, Draco mused to himself as he let out a soft snort.

/ / /

It took Astoria only a day and a half to locate her favourite place in Malfoy Manor during her last stay. Surprisingly, it was not the library. No, that was Mr Malfoy's favourite place aside his office and there was no telling which of his spaces he would be residing with and while Astoria found him rather pleasant and knowledgeable (perhaps all that spouted from Violeta's mouth _wasn't_ bull's excrement), she did not fancy having to sit opposite him while scrutinising over his books on his leather sofa and having to pretend not to notice him as he would occasionally glance upwards at her. No, no, that was not her idea of an ideal time.

Her favourite place was, Astoria could only assume, Draco's old play room. It was lined top to bottom with dusty old book shelves stacked with children's fairy tales and stories; toys were scattered across the floor in a neat and tidy mess; the walls were a dark shade of green rather than the rest of the manors black or white; an uncharacteristically bright rug took up most of the room lay on the floor brightening its surroundings dramatically; and a handmade (Astoria only assumed this due to the intricate and detailed designing that went into it) oak rocking chair was slinking off to one of the sides that she favoured greatly. It was nice, definitely the most homely room in the entire manor that Astoria knew of.

It made her oddly pensive as she would read one of the books from the shelf, thinking of her life in ten years where she would most probably be sitting in that exact chair with that exact book reading to a tiny, delicate child. Or maybe she wouldn't be doing that at all, maybe she would be "that" parent and hand off her children to the house elves. Maybe, on wishful thinking, she wouldn't marry Draco at all. Maybe by some miraculous happening, herself and Draco wouldn't marry and they could part ways as friends and never have to see each other naked or touch lips. Astoria would always frown when she came across this particular thought, scolding herself for thinking so childishly. No matter what would happen in the future, she would always end up being a Malfoy – that was a given, the only certain she would ever receive and she wasn't sure if she was okay with that.

/ / /

"Have you noticed something odd about Dobby?" Draco whispered to Astoria over the lunch that they shared out in the garden, both of them peering curiously at the house elf in question, who was repeatedly smashing himself over the head with the bristles of its broom.

"I guess so, yes." Astoria answered with a small frown. "And coming from me, that's saying something. My house elf is a bloody nut job."

"People have speculated that house elf's take after their masters." Draco commented snidely.

"How dare you insult my sister like that, she doesn't touch herself up over the few pictures I have of my father." Astoria nibbled at the crusts of her sandwich with a grin. She swallowed with a thoughtful look and opened her mouth to say snidely; "wait, if house elf's take from their masters, do _you_ regularly smack yourself over the face with a broom?"

Draco scowled. "_No_."

"Those speculators must be incorrect, then." She sniffed, smiling coyly.

"He's acting odd." Draco muttered, frowning tensely at the oblivious elf. "He's done nothing wrong, what's he smacking himself around the head for?"

"Maybe he's killed a man?" Astoria whispered theatrically.

"Highly unlikely without being under my father or mother's orders." Draco muttered, balling a single hand into a fist and propping it under his chin.

"Maybe he's killed a man?" Astoria repeated with a grin and a suggestive raising of her eyebrows. Draco raised a pale brow, feeling content when her grin turned into a pout as she was dominated into silence. "Why don't you just ask him?" Astoria suggested, circling the rim of her goblet with a single finger. "He has to answer, doesn't he? He's obliged."

"I'd rather not willingly associate myself with that piece of vermin, thank you very much."

"Who'd rather not associate with you, Malfoy?" Theodore Nott asked cheekily, swanning through the French doors and onto the patio. Astoria frowned with distaste, Theo really hadn't changed since she last saw him over a year ago. He still had noodles for arms and legs, he wasn't proportioned well at all, his ears were a little too big for his head and he had a smile that made Astoria want to smack him several times. "Hello, Astoria." He greeted, with a nod of acknowledgment.

"Nott." She replied dryly, instinctively tilting her chin up so she'd have to look down her nose at him – or she would have had he been of normal height and not a kid giant, so really it just looked like she was trying to level gazes with him.

"What are you doing here?" Draco quizzed, looking between his house-mate and fiancée with a keen interest.

"My father insisted that your father helps him with a few things." Nott shrugged, not holding having boring chit-chat with his supposed friend of great importance, all too engrossed with the girl who was currently glowering at him with an intensity he thought too much for an eleven year old girl. He was rather impressed. "You come here for a bit each holiday, don't you, Astoria? Daphne told me."

"Well if Daphne told you, why do you need clarification from me?" She asked hotly, eyes narrowing almost dangerously. "Do you not _trust_ my sister with her words, Nott? Do you think she's some sort of sociopathic, heartless liar?" Nott blinked dubiously at her. Astoria leered, picking up the platter of sandwiches and offering it to him. "Want one, Nott?" After her previous statement, Theodore wasn't so sure that she only had just the single, innocent motive so he looked to Draco, someone he hoped would pick a verging-on-friend over the girl he was being forced to wed. Draco didn't decide, he was too transfixed on the self-brutalising house elf to care what was going on around him.

"I've already eaten, but thanks." He muttered. Astoria shrugged, putting the platter back down and reaching for her own sandwich, leaning back within her garden chair and taking a large bite, chewing slowly, not taking her eyes from her sister's fiancé. Theodore went red under her gaze, finding her to be a little more than patronizing and, quite frankly, a little terrifying. "What're – What're you doing, Malfoy?" Theodore asked in hopes of taking his house mates attention from the house elf and, hopefully, he'd notice Astoria was acting more than weird and put a stop to it. But, of course, Draco was a Malfoy, and they're rather unpredictable when it came to trivial things like helping out a friend.

"What does it look like?" Draco snapped, not removing his eyes from the elf. "It's acting odd."

"Why don't you just ask it what's up?" Theodore suggested.

"See!" Astoria proclaimed loudly, shocking Theodore into a startled jump. Finally, he was relieved from her piercing look as it was moved towards Draco, although it was less harsh and more playful for him. "_Theodore_ even says so. Just go and ask the bloody thing!" Theodore felt slightly insulted, but decided to let it slide in fear of sliding further into Astoria's wrath.

Finally, Draco turned from his house elf to glare at the girl that sat across from him. "Didn't I _just_ tell you that I _don't_ want to do that?" The young Malfoy snapped. Theodore stepped backwards, feeling rather awkward to be caught between in the middle of a quarrel. "And I don't know _who_ you think you are, talking to me like that. What made you think that you could get away with it?"

"Our lack of wands." Astoria retorted with no hesitance, a smirk on her lips and an undeniable force of courage to stand up to Draco Malfoy. "The fact that you can't perform magic out of school. If you kill me, you'll wind up in Azkaban and rot. If you hit me, I'll make your life hell – and I can do that, _darling_, we've only got the rest of our existence together." Astoria shrugged. "Personally, I think those reasons suffice, but if you have any objections, please, go ahead." Draco didn't go ahead, but instead scowled, slumping into his chair.

"I can't _wait_ for you to come up to Hogwarts after the summer." Theodore couldn't help but say, face a picture of utter awe. Astoria studied him for a few short seconds, seeming to be calculating her next move or reaction. Eventually, she smiled – no, grinned would be the correct word and Theodore felt himself relax a little bit.

"Do you want me to talk to him?" Astoria offered, looking to Draco who had resumed his heavy lidded staring at Dobby the house elf. She reached across the table, prodding his arm lightly with a single finger. "Draco?"

"If I'm not going to go near it, what makes you think I'd let you?" Draco asked, tone bored and his eyes not moving from the elf in question. Astoria scoffed, a flash of fury crossing her eyes before she flung herself from her chair, walking pointedly to the house elf and standing in front of it, a hip popped out and arms crossed. Dobby stopped slamming himself in the face with the broom to look at her with wide, teary eyes. "What _are_ you doing?" She asked. The house elf wavered by her feet before bawling loudly, sinking to its knees, holding its hands together and seeming to be pleading. Astoria took a surprised step back, looking at the elf with a great deal of distaste and abhor.

"Dobby!" The crushing tone of Mr Malfoy lay a blanket over all of them, capturing the house elf's attention immediately. Dobby looked to Mr Malfoy who stood at the balcony above them all, Astoria vaguely recalled it being a part of his study, but having only been in there once, it was a stab in the dark. "Back to the kitchens!"

"Y-Yes, master!" Dobby squeaked and with a crack, the sobbing elf disappeared.

"Are you alright, Astoria?" Mr Malfoy asked in a mildly concerned tone which, as Astoria had grew to understood, was about the most affectionate he could muster himself to be to anyone who wasn't his wife – not even Draco got more than that.

"I am perfectly alright, Mr Malfoy, thank you for your concern." Astoria said politely, giving him a friendly smile. With a jerk of his head, Mr Malfoy disappeared back into the room he was inhabiting.

"What _were_ you doing?" Draco asked, aghast by her notions.

"What _you_ were too chicken to." Astoria sniffed. She resumed her place at the small table, picking up her sandwich and nibbling away at it as Draco scowled heavily.

Yeah, Theodore mused to himself as Draco showed no signs of snapping at her feverishly like he would to any other person who dared to make a comment like that, he really couldn't wait for Astoria to arrive at Hogwarts.

/ / /

The club of Elitist Pureblood Women had gathered in the Malfoy's back garden the following Thursday afternoon, sitting around a table and gossiping between themselves. Astoria had spied on numerous of their meeting that had been held by Safiya, sitting behind the closed doors just to get a glimpse into the life that was the crème de la crème of pureblood women, the elite of the elite, the group of respectable woman who ever pureblooded or halfblooded female aspired to be. Astoria and Daphne had been guaranteed places since birth being the daughters of Harrison Greengrass, a well-respected and wealthy man. Their spots only got more secure when Safiya and Harrison were spotted out together for lunch, whispering and grinning over a candle lit dinner. Had Safiya birthed any daughters of her own, they wouldn't need confirmation, their mother being the cousin of the African Minister for Magic, a thing that seemed to run in the Ezeo family and would have been brought upon Safiya's brother had her uncle not been older than her own father.

This meeting, Astoria noticed, was rather peculiar. While usually split into three bands (Juniors, Posters and Seniors) that never usually intertwined unless a serious or special occasion, two of the three were sitting in the same garden, gossiping of the same topics and sipping cups of ice tea from the same pot. The Posters (consisting of Narcissa, Safiya and a dozen other women Astoria couldn't place) sat with the Seniors and Astoria felt as if she were witnessing a once in a life time viewing. As impressed as she was, Draco did not share the same feelings towards this particular extravaganza. "It's just a bunch of women sitting around the table and bitching about the weather." He said sourly, picking up a dusted teddy bear and looking at it with crumpled brows. "What's got you in such a state?"

Astoria groaned, standing on her toes in attempt to gain a better look outside. "You don't _understand_." She clutched onto the window sill to steady herself, listening to the women laugh. "It's only normal to see Juniors associating with Posters when they're about to transition. Posters almost _never_ associate with Seniors. They just turn sixty and show up at the next Senior meeting."

"How do you know they're not just the middle ones? Posters, is it?" Astoria nodded in confirmation and Draco continued to talk. "Yeah, how do you now know that they're not all Posters who are going to turn sixty within the next year?"

"I've already fiddled with that idea." Astoria muttered. "But there's a woman – _there_ –" she pointed to the woman dressed in all pink with a bright white bow sitting atop her hair "she turned sixty just a little over a year ago last August. I remember, they had a party at the Mirza Household in her honour. Dolores is her name." Astoria stepped to the side as Draco came to stand by her, not needing to stand on his own toes due to his considerable gain on height. "I didn't meet her personally, but I do remember everything swanning through the house being bright, pink and frilly. She fits the bill rather well, I think."

"Maybe she's just visiting?" Draco suggested, loathing the fact that he was rather enthralled by all of the commotion outside.

Astoria scoffed as if she was deeply offended by his suggestion. "Don't be ridiculous. That's out of the rules. Once you go up a level, you're not allowed to step down by attending a lower level's meeting. It doesn't matter if all of your mates are there, you've moved on. You've just got to wait until they step up." They listened quietly as they women below laughed.

"Maybe she was invited?" Draco suggested feebly.

"Nope." Astoria shot down immediately. "Your mother would suffer for sure if she was –"

"_What_ of my mother?" Draco asked sharply, disliking where the sentence was going.

"Oh, simmer." Astoria muttered with an eye roll. "I'm not insulting her, I happen to be fond of your mother, it's just that she's the – she's sort of like their ring leader. She's the Superintendent of the Poster EPW. It's the highest rank in her sector. There's one for each. I don't know about the Juniors – nobody does, really – but if I'm not mistaken, your mother's mother is the Superintendent for the Seniors." Astoria brushed her hair from her face. "It used to be a Black thing, getting Superintendent, but it's supposed to go to the eldest daughter, or eldest female of the next line. Everyone was rather worried when the middle one became a traitor and your aunt changed allegiances from the EPW to the Death Eaters. For the first time in centuries it was a battle between someone out from the Black line. You see, it's sort of given to the person with the most status of the group, and if there's blood sisters there, it goes to the eldest. The Black's are the eldest, most pure blood line but when Saf came along, the game was stirred."

"Saf?" Draco repeated. "You're meaning your _stepmother_?"

"Who else? There's not been a single blood traitor or Squib in her family lineage in _centuries_. When the middle one and a cousin were removed from your family tree, people started to panic that, perhaps, the Black's had more skeletons in their closet than they were willing to openly admit. There was gaps, mysterious gaps in their stories of random members of their family just disappearing. Safiya's family history, on the other hand, is rather spotless." More laughs trickled from the patio. "Your mother got it, evidently. Your grandmother's sister-in-law put up a bit of a fight and the fact that Narcissa was making a highly respected marriage with the Malfoy family did her wonders."

"And Safiya tells you all of this?" Draco quizzed, watching as everyone stared at his mother as she spoke, entranced in her every word.

"Some of it, yes, but the rest I got from Witch Weekly and other magazines." At Draco's perplexed look, Astoria rolled her eyes with a small smile. "Why did you think they were called Posters? Because the name's nice? Because there's no middle ground between a Junior and a Senior? It's because they're _poster girls_. Nobody pays attention to the Juniors because for one, they're in school, and two they're in training. Being a Poster is the _peak_ of your EPW life. While people pay attention to the Seniors, they don't get featured on the front cover and the majority of the articles about them are of their deaths."

"Slightly morbid."

"I guess so, but what else are they to write of? A broken –"

"Mister Draco!" A squeaky voice sounded through the room, causing the two preteens to jump with surprise. "Miss Astoria!" Dobby stood by the door of the old play room, hobbling nervously from foot to foot. "Mistress Malfoy requests your presence in the garden immediately!"

"What ever –" Dobby didn't wait around, with a loud crack, the elf disappeared. Draco scowled at the spot where the house elf previously stood, resenting the fact that it had taken off without listening to the rest of his request.

"Come on." Astoria muttered, her eyes bright with anticipation. She tugged on the hem of Draco's overcoat, nudging her head towards the door. "We've got to go."

"Do you think they saw us?" He asked, following as Astoria fled the room. "Do you think they heard us?"

"Don't be silly." Astoria said lightly. "We're on the third floor to the far East of your manor, there's no chance they'd be able to hear us over the sound of their own chatter."

"Then why does my mother wish to have our presence with them?" Draco asked, a tone of urgency slipping itself between his words.

"Don't panic." Astoria admonished, not bothering to cover her tone with sugar. "It's probably so I can see Saf. She's not to show favouritism, so if Safiya stays long after, she'll be going against a rule." Obscurely, this seemed to calm Draco tremendously. The two of them scampered down the stairs, both eager to get to Narcissa and her band of prestigious women in as little time as possible.

"Darlings." Narcissa grinned before they had even managed to step fully outside. "Come and meet the ladies." All attention was averted to Draco and Astoria, watching them as they stepped down the stairs. Safiya gave them both a somewhat encouraging smile and Astoria managed to put the pieces together.

"This is for us." Astoria muttered under her breath, trying to keep her lips from moving too much, hoping that Draco was able to hear. "This is a reveal. _That's_ why everyone's together. This isn't for Saf, it's for –"

"This is my son, Draco." Narcissa introduced with a proud smile, instinctively fixing his collar.

"I almost didn't recognise you." The older woman to Narcissa's right said almost sternly, an eyebrow lifting as she looked at Draco with a critical eye. "I haven't seen you in ages." Draco looked at his mother with a subtle questioning look, extending the woman's "ages" to a hefty plausible century.

"Mother." Narcissa said softly, not commenting on the favour she just did her son. She looked to Astoria with a kind smile and gentle eyes. "This is Astoria."

The woman, presumably Mrs Black, ahhed, turning her critical eye. "You're engaged to my grandson."

"Indeed I am, ma'am." Astoria said softly, curtseying politely. The women around her muttered to each other.

"You're very polite." Mrs Black said curtly, obviously not so polite herself.

"Thank you." Astoria smiled.

"Not bad looking, either." Mrs Black continued, pinching at Astoria's chin and using it to move about her head. Visibly, Narcissa stiffened which panicked Astoria greatly – not even her daughter knew of her intent with her actions. "High cheekbones, lovely eyes, good nose, long eyelashes and nice lips." Mrs Black's face came together as she continued to scrutinise Astoria closely. "You'll create good off spring." She looked to her own daughter and nodded stiffly. "Perhaps you can make good decisions, Narcissa."

"They look positively _darling_ together." A woman purred, far too young on the eyes to be a Senior, so most likely a Poster, albeit not a very successful one, Astoria didn't even recognise her. "You're right, Druella, they will make _wonderful _children." The woman crowed, holding out her hand, beckoning the young, forced-against-their-will couple towards her. Astoria smiled kindly, not tolerating the idea of coyly saying _barely eleven and you're already picturing my own children._ "Even prettier up close." The woman muttered, smiling pleasantly. "You've got a handsome boy, Narcissa." Astoria let out a shallow sigh of relief, happy to hand over the spotlight to Draco who looked just as awkward as she felt.

"Thank you, Priscilla." Narcissa said warmly and upon realising the sense of proudness that came from their Superintendent when cooed at over her son, a large majority of the Poster women scrambled to comment on Draco's good looks.

"Tell me, Astoria," the so-called Priscilla asked, taking the heat from Draco and placing it back on her "have you… _matured_ yet?" Astoria frowned slightly, unsure of what the woman was hinting it.

"Um," Astoria muttered, instinctively looking to Safiya for help.

Safiya smiled softly and Astoria felt lost at sea, not liking the fair distance between the two of them. "Last summer, Priscilla." She said, sitting forwards and resting her elbows on the table. "Last July." Astoria looked ahead, blinking slowly as she realised she was talking of _periods_. She felt mortified but was determined not to let it show.

"I always forget that you have two step-daughters, Safiya." Priscilla commented lightly. "I suppose, it's better you than their own mother, isn't it? Violeta was always –"

"It's a bit tactless, Priscilla, bad mouthing Astoria's mother in her presence, isn't it?" Narcissa commented, a small smile on her face that said a thousand words of her disapproval and her thumb keeping her chin held high as she stared down the other woman. There was no denying that Narcissa was perfectly suited for the role as the essential ring leader.

"Sorry, dear." Priscilla muttered, giving Astoria's hand a small squeeze before releasing it completely, looking highly apologetic and a little embarrassed.

"Ria, come sit." Safiya said tersely, scraping her chair back and presenting her lap to her youngest child. "Draco, pull up a chair by me, if you want." Draco was caught between wanting to sit close to his mother for comfort and wanting to be away from his Grandmother's vile tongue and sharp nails. It took him half a second to decide that Safiya was probably the safer option

"Your mother is fine, if you were wondering." Safiya said quietly as Astoria took seat in her lap and Draco sat gingerly in his offered seat. He hated it, feeling so helpless and _shy_ but he really couldn't help it – it took him only moments to realise that these women were cut throat.

"I was not wondering, but thank you for informing me." Astoria snarked quietly with a coy smirk.

"She thinks it was an accident." Safiya continued as if Astoria hadn't spoke up. "Of course, her _darling_ princess wouldn't do no fly any –"

"This is the problem with parenting, these days!" Mrs Black crowed, shaking her head with disagreement, her beady eyes not leaving Safiya and Astoria, watching disapprovingly. "There's too much _love_. How are they supposed to know when they've been behaving exceedingly well?"

"Yes, mother," Narcissa said dryly with an eye role "how dare a parent show a child any affection?"

"Don't _you_ start, Narcissa, I kept a perfectly good distance from you and Bellatrix and you both turned out well, didn't you?"

"Ah, yes." Narcissa muttered, taking a small sip from her goblet and arching a perfectly plucked brow. "I'm doing fine. I have supplied an heir to the Malfoy line," she motions briefly to Draco "I'm the Superintendent, I have successfully arranged a marriage to further extend the line and ensured that the next in line after me will be without a question." Narcissa pouted her lips and nodded. "Yes, and Bella, she's doing herself fine, I suppose, withering away madly in Azkaban. Yes, mother, not showing a simple detail of affection and love really did _wonders_." Mrs Black pursed her lips and sent her daughter a black stare. "Would either of you like some tea, Astoria? Draco?"

"Oh, please, Narcissa."

Mrs Black scoffed loudly, shaking her head with even more disapproval. "For Merlin's sake, Narcissa, you're mothering a girl who's not even in your family!"

"She will be." Narcissa said curtly, manually pouring out two cups of the tea to hand off. "Perhaps you should lay back on the mead, mother? You will regret being so hostile when you eventually sober." Narcissa received yet another withering glare from her mother and Astoria felt rather privileged. "Here you are, darlings." Narcissa slid two cups of tea towards them with a small, private smile directed at Astoria and that was the first time that she felt like they were bonding, somewhat.

/ / /

In the late night of August 31, Malfoy Manor was silent. The house elf's were sleeping soundly in their respective burrows, Narcissa Malfoy was sleeping soundly in her bed, Lucius Malfoy was in his study doing whatever he did, Draco Malfoy was quilling down his homework that he had left until last moment, and Astoria Greengrass was tiptoeing through the Manor's corridors, busy worrying about being put anywhere besides Slytherin.

She had never been to Draco's room, the place where she was trying to scout out to calm her worries, but she had seen him disappear into it quite a few times whether it be before bed or if he was just going to grab something quickly before he and Astoria went outside to sit under the large tree. It was at the opposite end of Malfoy Manor in the West as opposed to Astoria's holiday room in the East. She clutched a courting candle tightly to see the halls she was navigating around, her bare feet patting lightly against the hard wood floor. Portraits of long since deceased Malfoy family members made disgruntled noises as she tiptoed through the second floor, but luckily enough, not one awoke.

When in the West side of Malfoy Manor, Draco's room was easy enough to locate with a soft, glowing light shining from underneath his door. Astoria took a deep breath before tapping at the wood lightly, shuffling her feet almost shyly as she awaited his cautious response. "Enter." Twisting the door knob, she stepped in, smiling almost bashfully at his rather shocked features. "I didn't expect you, I thought you were my mother."

"Yeah, sorry about that." Astoria mumbled modestly, digging her big toe into the ground as the door fell softly shut behind her. An awkward silence drifted between them and she could feel her face burn as Draco didn't go back to his school work, instead staring right at her, brows pinched together. A light breeze fell in through the ajar window, winding itself around Astoria's bare legs and up through her night shirt. She shivered slightly, clenching her toes at the hardwood. "I can shut that, if you want." Draco offered, placing his school books on the vacant pillow by his side.

"Oh no." Astoria quickly admonished, shaking her head. "It's, uh, it's fine. You'll only swelter if it isn't open."

"You can sit down." Draco drawled, not dropping the look of inquiry. Astoria fumbled slightly, beginning to rethink her plan of ever stepping out of her room in the first place. Surely, he thought her insane? Creeping into his room in the dead of night only to stand by his door, avoiding his watchful eye and holding a candle stick? "Alright." She mumbled, placing the candle stick on the chest of drawers by the door and taking awkward steps to the bed. She sat by Draco's legs, unsure if it was somewhat to presuming to lean against the headboard alongside him. She pulled the thin cloth of her night gown over her knees, stretching out the cotton so it was tucked under her toes. For warmth, she reasoned with herself, completely ignoring the niggling voice in her head that repeatedly told her that it was all for some sort of protection from the boy that sat opposite her. "Are you nervous?" Draco asked vaguely and Astoria squeezed her arms around her legs a little tighter as punishment for wondering which situation he was referring to; the adventure she would begin the next day or the predicament she had ultimately led herself into right then.

"Very." She muttered, hooking her chin under the collar of her nightshirt, catching the hem in her mouth. "What if I end up in _Hufflepuff_?" She asked, voice slightly muffled by the fabric in her mouth. Draco snorted. Hufflepuff's were obnoxiously kind, aggravatingly generous and irritatingly loyal – Astoria couldn't fit in Hufflepuff even if she tried. She had a smoulder that made her look as if she burned butterflies for fun, drowned kittens for a hobby and kicked puppies for a pick-me-up.

"You won't be Hufflepuff."

"What if I'm a Gryffindor? Or – Or a Ravenclaw?"

If he had been perhaps a little bit more normal and brought up by a family who were _not_ the Malfoy's, he would have sympathised with or at the young girl who sat skittishly at the bottom of his bed with a look of pure, wholesome worry. But he was not brought up normally and he was brought up by the Malfoy's so simply, Draco just laughed, a chortle, really. He felt no worries about what house _he_ would end up in. The Greengrass', so he had been told, were all notorious in their placement in Slytherin too, but Astoria was brought up in a different manner than her father had been and any other Greengrass before her and her sister. Their mother was an utter basket case and their father had died before he could really install any Slytherin House pride in them. Astoria was a lost cause when it came to knowing entirely what she wanted. In her heart, it was Slytherin, but her worries were too strong for her to be perfectly confident.

Instead of calming her worries with gentle coos of reassurance, he decided the mock her, afterall, it seemed to be the obvious solution. "You'd make a ruddy awful Gryffindor." He sneered. Astoria smiled behind the cloth of her night gown. "You're too catty, for one and you're more idiotic rather than brave." Astoria arched a brow but did not spout any objections. "I guess Ravenclaw may be an option." Astoria's face slumped. "But I think your skill for cunning and self-preservation by far outweighs your desire to learn." Draco wasn't so sure this was true, he had known her all of two weeks in total and he had learned much more about the pureblood world from her than he ever had from both his parents. She had a thirst for knowledge that he didn't think he had ever or would ever possess.

"What homework were you doing?" She asked quietly after a second and he could hear it in her tone that his method of soothing her worries had soothed her rather well. Draco felt the need to take his last statement back, her keen interest in such wasteful, mind numbing tasks such as homework had contradicted him completely. He didn't say anything, deciding that, perhaps, a content and calm Astoria was by far better than a worried one.

"Potions." Draco answered shortly. Without much indication, Astoria reached forwards and grabbed the book he had placed down, scanning through pages at a time.

"I don't know what some of these words mean." She said quietly, frowning ever so slightly. "I know how to pronounce them and how to use them in sentences, but I don't know the meaning of them."

"I didn't know what they meant, either, if it's any consolation."

"Do you know what they mean now?" She quizzed, flicking further through the book.

"Well, yeah. That's what they do in school, they teach you things." While he was not sure what reaction he would have thought Astoria to have after his snarky comment, he certainly did not expect her to grin widely. "What are you smiling at?"

"I'll know these things, won't I? Perhaps a few of these words by the end of next week."

"And this… _excites_ you?" Draco looked a great deal more than perplexed. Astoria did not let his mood disrupt her happy one.

"Of course." She smiled. "Just reading of all these terms for so long and not knowing what they mean is impeccably aggravating. It's all kind of exciting knowing that I'll know of all these terms and phrases will suddenly make sense, you know?"

"No." Draco said blandly. "I don't know."

Astoria smiled and rolled her eyes. "Do you like my hair?" She asked with a childish innocence as she abruptly changed the topic conversation, brushing her fingers over her braided hair. Had it been the older Greengrass sister to ask, Draco would have scoffed and told her to get a grip of herself, that he didn't care, not giving a single damn about her feelings but for some reason, for some _inexplicable_ reason, he felt no desire to do that to Astoria. Maybe it was something to do with the fact that she often portrayed herself to be a hard girl in attempt to appear older than a newly turned eleven year old, so when she acted like a child, it was slightly startling.

"It's nice, I guess."

"Your mother did it for me." She pottered on. "Your mother plays modest, but she's really good, did you know?" Draco did not know, having never needed to have his hair groomed into a French braid in his life. Rather than saying this, he simply rolled his eyes, taking back his potions book, dead set on resuming his homework. Astoria untucked her legs from her night gown and folded them over each other, allowing the stretched fabric to pool between her legs. "What do you learn about at Hogwarts?" She pondered and Draco began to regret soothing her nerves.

"I don't know if anyone's told you this yet, Azzy, but we learn of _magic_. You're a _wizard_."

Astoria's dream struck face moulded by the aspects of education crumpled into a masterful smoulder. "_Don't_ call me Azzy, Draco, I hate it and I wish you'd never met my mother."

"You and me both." Draco muttered, mind flashing back to the atrocity in all black, feathers and a hangover. "What's the big deal with _Azzy_ anyway? Is your mother allergic to going with something more respectable and that doesn't sound like an alternative name for a donkey?"

"Don't be silly, you saw Saf and my mother bicker last holidays, there's no way Violeta would _ever_ settle for calling me something that Saf does. She's got to be different, my precious mother." Draco didn't doubt this, feathers filled his mind. "Anyway," Astoria muttered, hoping to brush aside that particular conversation topic "tell me of the lessons."

Draco drew an impatient breath. "There really isn't much to know. They're all set in a classroom – except Herbology, that's in a greenhouse – and they all have their respective professors. Seriously, Astoria, there isn't much about them."

"Tell me about the professors, then." Astoria pleaded, jutting her lower lip out in a dramatic pout.

"Are you _always_ this aggravating or is this just a special show for me only?" Draco snipped, closing the potions textbook forcefully, amending to the fact that Astoria would not let him work away peacefully, as he had been doing before her surprise arrival.

"_Please_, Draco. Pretty please, pretty please, pretty please, pretty –"

"Merlin, Astoria." Draco groaned, throwing his quill at her face in a successful attempt to quieten her. "I swear, your name is just another synonym for _annoying_."

"They do both start with the same letter." She grinned. Draco could see no correlation but decided against stating it. Really, his goal was to get her to be quiet for at _least_ five minutes for the benefit of his mind, body and soul. Upon realising that his goal would be rather unachievable if he did not relent to her request, he let out a strained sigh. "I'll speak of Hogwarts, but _I_ am picking the topic." Astoria looked positively elated. "I won't be wasting time talking of such mundane things like _lessons_, _classrooms and professors_." Astoria looked accomplished, like she had just won a shiny, golden medal. She tucked her limbs into herself, curling into a tiny ball, freeing a single arm to keep her head propped up. Draco started talking when Astoria ceased to fidget, talking of the Slytherin Common Room and when he had explained every inch of that, he spoke of the grand feasts and then, with a great deal of discontent with himself, he spoke of Professor Binns and barely got through his explanation of how Binns is able to cope with such juvenile tasks being a ghost when a soft sigh escaped Astoria's mouth and her head started to fall down her arm before slumping down onto his bed sheets. Draco frowned, rather irked that she had literally _begged_ for him to spout the wonders of Hogwarts to her and the little sod had fallen asleep. Draco reopened his text book and picked up his homework from where he left off.

It wasn't until the grandfather clock in the hall out from his room struck eleven that Draco grew rather tired. With his potions homework out the way and only history of magic to go, he decided that he'd nag at Daphne for the answers in a bid to get some sleep – she'd always had a weird fascination with it and came out with top marks in every homework piece. Putting away his parchment, textbooks and quill and blowing out the candle, Draco suddenly became very aware of the silent girl curled at the foot of his bed like a pet dog and he was stretched far out of his comfort zone. Not only had he never had a pet dog while growing up, he had also never shared a bed with anyone in his entire life – the sleeping segment of sleepovers were held in separate rooms, or if exceptionally close, a bed would be charmed from mid-air and his room would be supplied with two, no bed sharing involved. He was stuck in a momentary debate with himself about whether he should wake her and tell her to get away from his room, find himself a vacant guest bedroom (Merlin knows that the Malfoy's had plenty) or suck it up and just accept his fate. The debate was short lived as it became increasingly harder to open his eyes after blinking. "You really are insufferable." Draco muttered into the dark, hoping that his bleary eyed glare was pinned on Astoria and she could feel it in her dream world. Still, sleep was easy enough to find, even in his state of extreme discomfort.

"Draco, darling, it's time to – oh."

Mortified didn't cover what Draco was feeling as his mother looked surprised (in his groggy state he couldn't tell if she was more angry or passive about the ordeal in front of her), brows perched high on her forehead, looking at Astoria, who was still curled at the foot of his bed and hadn't seemed to move a muscle that entire night. Unsure of how he could get out of the situation with his dignity intact, he kicked the girl roughly, sending her flying to the floor. She seemed to go down like a sack full of bricks in a river, colliding with the ground with a light thump. She straightened in seconds, looking to Draco with a glare of a thousand daggers. "You _sod_!" She screeched. Within seconds, she had clambered back atop the bed and was slamming her fists down on every lump under the quilt like a true madwomen.

"You're crazy!" He yelped, feeling a little hurt that his own mother didn't take the time to scold the obviously bat excrement crazy woman who was beating down mercilessly on her _only son_. Instead, Narcissa looked almost bored, leaning against the door frame and looking over her painted nails.

"You could have – _no_, should have woken me!" Astoria located the pillow, picking it up and smacking it down.

"Well, I'll know to do that next time, won't I?"

"_Don't_ be so presumptuous." Astoria snarled, discarding of the pillow and straightening up, pinning her arms by her sides, her chest heaving as she breathed harshly through her nose.

"Oh, you two are done, are you?" Narcissa asked, her tone aloof and cool. "Fantastic. We're having breakfast at the Greengrass Estate, so if you two could meet us by the door without maiming each other, that would be superb." Flashing an excellent smile, Narcissa walked off.

"Psycho." Draco muttered, smoothing down his tousled hair.

"_Sod_." Astoria followed Narcissa's lead, exiting the room leaving her candle stick behind on the dressing table and in place, seeming to take any morsel of dignity that Draco had that morning with her.

/ / /

I was debating whether or not to have breakfast with the Zabini's ft Daphne Greengrass at the bottom of this chapter, but I think I may just lump it in with the start of Astoria's Hogwarts adventure. I would also like to say thank you for the lovely responses this story has received, I was a bit on the fence about this entire idea as I'm going to try to make the chapters between 8,000 and 11,000 words each time which is by far different that my other stories, so I was unsure if I would be able to write it all without waffling on. If, at any point, you feel like I'm making the characters to OOC then please inform me, I want to make it as close to canon as possible.
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	4. Chapter 4

**I really should be studying for my upcoming exams and writing my essays about David Cameron and Social Inequalities and the likes, but this is so much more intriguing and fun to write. If there is any lessons to learn from me, let it be that you do not priorities your hobby of writing over your ever crucial education. Without further ado, though, the next chapter…**

The Greengrass Estate was in its prime during the summer months. The white brick of the house positively glowed under the sun's rays, the grass looked as green as ever, several horses were galloping and flying freely across the acers upon acres of land, the coastal landscapes that surrounded them glistened, and flowers and fruits bloomed on each tree and bush. It was a truly wonderful – if not magical – place. "The sea is lovely and warm to swim in during summer." Astoria had said during the carriage ride there. "Blaise and I dive off the cliff. Daphne's too chicken." They made no stops at Violeta's house, to which Astoria told Draco snidely that he best not build his hopes up, she had most definitely not received an invitation to breakfast.

"I do hope the house elves have laid out fresh fruit for us all to enjoy." Astoria pondered aloud whimsically. Her chin was propped atop her lightly clenched fist as she stared out the window. Narcissa' was silently fiddling with her hair, twisting it into a beautiful braid, a hair pin and hair bobble dangling from her mouth delicately. Draco and Lucius sat upon the same bench, facing front, eyeing up the Greengrass Estate eagerly, both taking a silent pride that it was still smaller in appearance than their own home.

"Why would you want _that_ batty old thing serving your food?" Draco sneered, turning his attention to the occupant of the home he was ogling at.

"_Elves_, Draco, elves as in plural." Astoria sat a little straighter. "We have three house elves including Trinket, so really we only have two. There's Morrice and Drippy who are both perfectly functional and I like them perfectly fine."

"You don't like Trinket. You _despise_ him. Your sister told me so."

"That brazen shrew." Astoria muttered distastefully. "Did she happen to tell you that she hates him as much as I?" Astoria gave a rather unflattering snort. "Now _that's_ saying something. I loathe the beast."

Astoria's strong use of language that had not yet stepped over the line of un-lady like and considered adult only, but was dancing dangerously close to it had piqued Lucius Malfoy's interest. Turning to look at her rather calculatingly, he drawled icily; "why, Miss Greengrass, aren't these emotions too advanced for an eleven year old girl?"

Draco smirked victoriously at the rather perplexed Astoria before opening his mouth, a sudden urge to get his vendetta against the girl over and done with before breakfast (the lack of food made him especially malicious). "She threatened to kick it down the stairs." He said knowingly, catching the way Astoria's face moulded into one of unpleasant shock, resuming her self-proclaimed duty of staring out the window to avoid the Senior Malfoy's gaze. "And she taunted it with her father's death, it became rather distraught."

"Serves the beast right." Lucius snarled lightly, tipping his head back against the wall of the carriage. Astoria attempted to hide her growing smile and Draco balked at his father. "What does the world come to when house elves spit down on their masters?" Narcissa rolled her eyes, silently thankful that the Greengrass Estate was now so large that it could not all fit in the window as they grew closer and the cobbled road turned to gravel, she was not sure if she wanted to object her future daughter-in-law to Lucius' opinionated rambles. Not yet, anyway. "Keep of the behaviour, my girl, put those filthy cretins in their place." Lucius went unusually silent and Narcissa stop mid-tie to peer at him curiously. "Do you want to know what I –" The carriage came to a halt which had successfully put Lucius's ramblings to bed for the time being, hopefully all the way through breakfast, at least, and if he were feeling particularly chivalrous, perhaps he would keep it at bay until the Hogwarts Express was rolling away.

"All done." Narcissa said into Astoria's ear, placing a hand on her shoulder.

The doors to the estate swung open before anyone within the carriage had the chance to stand up. At what Narcissa first thought to be the nurturing mechanisms of a mother turned out to be Daphne Greengrass, bounding down the porch stairs, hurtling towards the carriage at full speed. Astoria wasted no time on flinging the carriage door open, jumping down to meet her sister half way. It hurt, only a little, to watch the bond of siblings that she herself had been so accustomed to while growing up and all in the space of two years, she was left alone, unbearably so. Andromeda – or the _middle one_ as people had identified her if she must be identified – and Bellatrix had both followed their own ideas of how the world should be, ending up being polar opposites, leaving their youngest sister stranded in the middle between what was supposedly right and what was supposedly wrong. Narcissa had stayed dutifully loyal to the Black family, she did what was expected, following only her mother's heart and not her own. It was stupid of her to do so, she knew that much (even if Lucius constantly reminded her that she was doing what was right, that not being reckless was why she managed to maintain such a level head and in turn gained wonderful things, but how would he know? He was, after all, a man, completely oblivious to the intricate detailing's of the way pureblood woman are expected to work), but that was something she never liked to dwell upon, what was done was done and in the end, she was the only one with the Black's as her family and out of prison.

The two Zabini's trickled out of the grand Estate next, much slower than the eldest Greengrass girl had. Blaise even had a flicker of excitement on his usually stoic demeanour. Narcissa placed a hand between her sons shoulder blades and gave a light shove, guiding him towards the mass of limbs and excited squeals and giggles of the Greengrass sisters while Lucius went to mutter instructions to the little man upon the carriage of where to meet them next. "Daphne," Safiya said when close enough "I know you are excited, lovely, but you and Astoria won't look so doll if you're both tumbling to the ground, muddying up your beautiful dresses." With a dramatic pout, Daphne released her younger sister from her grasp and settled for grabbing onto her hand with extreme force.

"I have already spoken to Pansy, Trace and Millie, they want you to sit with us just as much as I do, if not _more_." Daphne's beam became a little more confused. "I don't know why they're so excited, though." She muttered more to herself that to anyone else.

"There is also a space open alongside me if Daphne's ditsy drag of dithering Y's get on your nerves." Blaise said coolly, not stumbling over his quite alliteration techniques.

"There is?" Draco asked, nose scrunching with slight distaste. He wasn't about to make it secret that the idea of Astoria following him around the Hogwarts Express – never mind _Hogwarts_ – was rather off putting and something he didn't want to be a part of. As far as he was concerned, he and Astoria could keep out of each other's way for as long as possible with that single week of each holiday's being the only exception. They could make up for lost time when they were betrothed and forced to be in one another's presence almost constantly. He liked her enough to consider her a friend of sorts, he didn't particularly want to ruin that by growing bored of her as he ultimately would. Preferably, he would like to grow sick of her _after_ they married.

"Yes, Malfoy." Blaise said as if he were talking to an incompetent infant. "As far as I am concerned, my younger sister can sit where she likes, and if she wants to sit with me then so be –"

"Come on now, boys." Daphne said silkily. "Let us put your wands and measuring tape away, alright?" With that, Daphne tugged on Astoria's hand lightly, leading her towards their home. Safiya balked and spluttered, unsure whether the sexual innuendo was intended or if Daphne really was that innocent.

"Don't worry, Saf!" Astoria called over her shoulder with a mischievous grin. "I don't think she knows what the metaphor _really_ means!"

"And _you_ do?" Astoria did not reply, just encouraged her elder sister on their escape to the safety of the inside of the Estate.

Once all had been tucked in at the breakfast table, terrific mounds of fresh fruit, warm toast, large varieties of cereal and pots of tea, coffee and juice already were already being consumed, excited chatter surrounding the table. Astoria stayed quieter than normal, choosing to take in the moment or something close to perfection and store it somewhere special. There was something about the way everyone was smiling freely (even Draco and his father had managed to drop their pretentious air in order to enjoy the time) that made Astoria's insides warm. "If you don't get into Slytherin, Ria, I'll eat all of my hats." Daphne proclaimed boldly.

"Why would you want to eat your hat?" Astoria questioned, eyebrows creasing together, her spoon stopping midway on route to her mouth.

"Huh? I don't want to eat my hat!"

"You _just_ said –"

"It got to the point when I was just begging to Merlin for there to be a freak shot of lightening and land _directly on her_." Narcissa drew a sharp breath, attempting to regain her patience. "I don't understand why she hasn't died yet. Father has passed, Aunt Walburga is dead, Uncle Orion is dead, Uncle Alphard is dead, but my mother is still kicking." Narcissa stabbed at a grape with unnecessary force. "She's alive just to spite me, I can tell."

"Your father said _what_?" Blaise asked lowly, eyes widening with a mixture of questions and pure, undeniable delight.

"That there is to be big changes at Hogwarts." Draco replied quietly with a smug smile. "He won't tell me how, but he says it will be _well_ worth the wait."

"I just don't think you should say things that you don't mean." Astoria shrugged, leaning back in her chair. "If you don't want to eat your hat, then why would you –"

"Ria, it's an expression." Daphne looked truly beat. "I'm saying that because I think you'll be sorted into Slytherin. That means I won't _have_ to eat my –"

"But what if I get into Ravenclaw? Then you're going to have to eat your entire hat collection and I really don't think the body knows how to digest –"

"That's precisely why I didn't move back to Gao with my parents." Safiya said tersely. "It's almost as if our generations mother's make it their duty to be annoyingly interfering." She sipped at her tea. "You don't think it's a cycle, do you? One mother is distant from their children leading their children to be coddling to their own children leading them to be distant from their children and so on and so forth."

"Perhaps." Narcissa allowed. "But I've only ever met my father's mother twice. Once the day _that_ happened and the second was to spout disappointment because I wasn't marrying a cousin."

"Perhaps Dumbledore is retiring? Maybe that half-breed of a goon outside has been banished?" Blaise suggested, grin getting more wicked after each of his suggestions.

"He'd dance and sing if _any_ of those were true." Draco muttered, looking truly stumped and beginning to feel a little neglected of his father's trust. "He merely looked happy."

"Mistress Safiya!"

Safiya was drawn from her conversation, pinning Morrice the house elf with an inquisitive look. "What is it, Morrice?" She snapped. "Can't you see I'm busy?" At her tone, Lucius looked mildly impressed.

"You tolds me to say when the clock strikes ten fifteen on the dot, Mistress!" Morrice squeaked, large eyes unblinking. It was rather unnerving.

"Very well. You, Drippy and Trinket take a trunk each and meet us by the fireplace." Morrice did not move. "What are you waiting for? Go!" Morrice fled with a crack. "I have made links with the Ministry so we can apparate directly to the platform." Safiya informed the Malfoy's with a gentle smile. "I don't think mingling with muggles sets up for a good luck charm on your first day back at school, don't you think?" Rhetorical question. Safiya slid her chair back, rising to her feet, hands balling and un-balling at her sides. "Astoria, Daphne and I packed everything you need." She muttered without looking at any child. She left the dining room.

"What are we all waiting for, then?" Narcissa said with forced brightness, following in Safiya's footsteps as she too adopted a strange persona. She lingered by the doorway, looking rather skittish.

"What are you waiting for, Draco?" Lucius snapped as everyone stood before his son, who was draining the rest of his juice. "The cows to come home?" At his father's bark, he abandoned his juice and breakfast, following everyone obediently. As he passed, Lucius gave him a sharp tap on the ankles. It was always good to know that his father wouldn't be missing him openly any time soon.

/ / /

Astoria wasn't sure if she much liked the Narcissa Malfoy that she presented herself to be in public. This Narcissa wasn't all smiles like the sun, this Narcissa was frowning and glaring at anyone who passed that she didn't recognise, scowling at any child who passed in muggle clothing and sneering at any wizard or witch who passed in robes that looked anything less than expensive. It was materialistic of her, Astoria supposed, feeling rather discontent that this was what her future could be like in the next few years. Safiya didn't hold a portrait of her aspired self, Safiya was constantly the same person – snappy, witty, charming and beautiful. It was only for her three children that she was anything else.

"I don't suppose you want to forget about your education and rely on me until you are wed?" Safiya whispered into Astoria's ear. Astoria grinned, shaking her head. "I'm going to be ever so lonely without you, Ria. I know I nag, but I truly do love you."

"Being lonely isn't a _bad_ thing, remember? People take it for granted, _you_ told me that."

"I did, didn't I?" Safiya muttered, managing to muster up her own smile, thought it was a little strained, while wrapping an arm around the little girl. "Promise you won't forget about me, my dear Astoria?"

Astoria twisted, wrapping her stepmother in a tight embrace. "I would _never_ forget you." She said, voice muffled by the robes she was burying her face into, but she didn't care. "I hold you too dearly, Saf, I couldn't forget you even if I tried."

"Astoria, come on, I see Pansy!" Daphne beckoned, already inching her way towards her frantically waving friend. "You can write Saf on the train of your need is that great, but we have to go _now_!" Astoria sighed shallowly, looking at the scarlet train from the safe, tight embrace of her step mother.

"Mother hasn't arrived yet, Daph, can't we linger a few moments longer?" Because as much as Violeta grated each and every one of Astoria's nerves, she was still her mother.

"You have _got_ to stop awaiting on mother like this, Ria, it's unhealthy. The sooner you realise she's a no good for nothing bimbo the better." Daphne looked oddly old in the way she held herself right then, speaking of her mother like she was below them (because she is), ready to venture off and be completely self-reliant (because she was).

"She wrote and _said_ that she would –"

"Mother says many things, Astoria." Daphne snapped, beginning to grow impatient. "She's unreliable, now _come on_. I want to _go_." Astoria looked around the platform once more, looking for any sign of a flamboyant mess. There was none.

"Go on, Ria." Safiya coaxed softly, a whole lot more sensitive to the mother shaped hole in her heart than her sister. "Write me as soon as you're in your dorm, won't you? I can't wait to hear all about your day."

Astoria let out a larger sigh, relenting to her sisters incessant nagging and grasping at her trunk. "I'll write on top of my dinner if I have to."

"And do make friends, Ria, you can't rely on _only_ Blaise and your sister." Astoria started following Daphne, giving Safiya one last nod as reply to her request. She didn't _just_ have Daphne and Blaise. She smirked at the ground as they walked to the train. She also had Draco.

One settled in their carriage, Astoria noted the two sets of eyes eyeing her eagerly with an almost untamed hunger. "I'm Astoria." She offered meekly. "Daphne's –"

"Younger sister." Pansy finished with an almost smug smile. She was by far the prettiest of Daphne's friends (not including Daphne, she would always be particularly striking to Astoria in a totally biased way) and that was saying something. Her nose was rather upturned, but not due to her snobby behaviour, it was most likely down to a whole history of interfamily marriage and reproducing; her eyes were a rather nice shade of mud brown, Astoria decided to give her at least that; her hair was dark and looked like it had suffered years of forced straightening; her lips seemed to only have three positions, smirking, frowning or pouting; and her eyebrows were plucked to near perfection, a little red around the edges giving off the impression that they had recently been done. She seemed to be incredibly bitchy according to Daphne's stories and Astoria felt entirely grateful that she was showing her even a lick of interest. "We know who you are."

"You've met them many times, Ria." Daphne said softly, looking out at the crowds of people. "You need not reintroduce yourself."

"Just because you make a regular habit of forgetting your manners and etiquette, Daph, does not mean _I_ will." Astoria said prissily. Daphne scoffed, pressing her forehead against the cool of the window. "Besides, you never wanted me to interact with them because they are yours, you said so several times before my young self got the hint."

"That was because you were annoying back then. Come to think of it, you're rather annoying _now_, why don't you go and sit with Blaise?"

"If I'm not wanted, then I may as well –"

"You're wanted." Millicent Bulstrode said quickly as Astoria stood. She studied her for a second, wondering why both her and Pansy were so involved and pressing. It was, after all, at Pansy's request that she share compartment with them? Astoria's eyes narrowed. "Alright." She said tersely. "I'll stay." She reclaimed her seat.

The door of the compartment slid open revealing a vibrant, well put together blonde. She was rather pretty herself, possibly even outranked Pansy had Astoria not clicked on at who exactly this was. "Hello, lot." She grinned rather magnificently, falling into the open seat by Astoria. She shuffled closer to her sister. "Astoria!" The girl, Tracey Davis, exclaimed with a happy smile. "You're starting Hogwarts!"

"Evidently." She replied dryly. Daphne tensed by her, elbowing her sharply. Astoria bristled as Tracey leaned over to Daphne, grasping at her hand and squealing at her tan. Gulping slowly, refraining herself from shrieking with disgust, Astoria bit down on her lower lip. She had never spoke to anyone who wasn't a pureblood. Tracey Davis, who was within close proximity, was a half-blood. Not half as bad as a mudblood or a _muggle_ but there was muggle blood coursing through her veins, no matter how small the percentage was. It was making Astoria incredibly uncomfortable.

"Ooh!" Tracey shrilled, sitting back and allowing Astoria to breath more evenly again. "Guess who I just saw in the halls, Pansy? _Draco_." Pansy face lit up and Astoria enveloped her left hand within her right, trying to hide the blaringly obvious glistening ring that she bore, not wanting to attract questions.

"I haven't seen him since school broke." Pansy said with a grin (maybe her lips could do _four_ things). "How did he look? Is he tanner? I did rather like the look of his skin tan when we came to Hogwarts last year. I thought he looked devilishly handsome." Astoria bit back her comment of how that pasty white skin of Draco's would most likely only burn under sun light as opposed to tan and he had looked whiter than a sheet of snow only that morning and the overshadow of clouds wouldn't be giving him colour any time soon.

"Pansy fancies Draco." Millicent said to Astoria, stating the obvious. She mustered up a smile, knowing that her potential friendship with Pansy would be dead and gone before it had the chance to blossom if she saw the rock on Astoria's left ring finger. She pressed her hand into her stomach hoping to conceal the friendship destructor. "It's rather pathetic, really." The train started to roll away from the station as Pansy scoffed.

"It is _not_." She huffed defiantly.

"Oh, but it is." Millicent practically sang. It did not suit her. "Especially since –"

"_Hush, _Millie!" Tracey exclaimed with undeniable glee. Astoria didn't even think that she was trying to be subtle. "Astoria is sitting _right _–"

"Oh, Ria won't say anything." Daphne assured with a warm smile. "She's very good at keeping secrets." Astoria mustered her own smile, supposing that was all down to her lack of friends and ratting her sister out to Safiya would be embarrassing and Blaise never gave her the reaction she was expecting. "She won't tell a soul."

"It's not about her keeping a secret." Pansy said with a small, uncaring shrug. "It's about that pretty little gem on her finger." Astoria balked. "You seriously didn't expect that we'd _not _know, Daph?" Pansy asked, lips forming a pout as her head tipped to the side.

"I – I wasn't allowed to tell!" Daphne gasped out. "How did – _How did you_ –"

"The son of Lucius Malfoy and Narcissa Black, the Superintendent of the Poster EPW getting engaged and the journalist word _not_ being interested? Puh-_lease_, Daph, even the Prophet wrote about it." Pansy drawled. Astoria suddenly started feeling very attacked, wondering if their nice behaviour was all sarcastic and malicious. She began regretting not taking Safiya up on her playful offer of staying in the Greengrass Estate forever more, giving up on the prospect of her education.

"How long have you known for?" Daphne asked, seemingly having found her voice.

"I knew of his engagement in Easter but my mother refused to tell me who. When you were going to Greece, though, all of the magazines and papers had pictures of you and your sister walking about, just living your lives." The way Pansy was so flippant about the immoral exposure of two preteen girls was rather terrifying. "Everyone was absolutely _thrilled_ to see the next face of EPW before she became so… _elite_, shall we say. No offence, Astoria, but you know how they are towards Juniors."

Astoria could feel herself pale. Daphne didn't have the same reaction. "New face? If they're interested in new faces, they should just walk around Kings Cross on the day term starts up. Why stalk us hen making a simple family trip to Greece." Daphne sneered, rolling her eyes heavily. "Trust Mother, Ria, to set you up a marriage with the son of the Super – _Holy Merlin_." Daphne joined Astoria in going pale. Pansy found the entire situation incredibly amusing.

"You didn't know?" She asked, smirking broadly. She hummed when neither of the sisters rushed to respond. "Isn't this just beautiful." She muttered. "Narcissa didn't tell you, Astoria?"

"Never breathed a word." Astoria muttered, feeling neglected by Narcissa's duty of responsibility. _Surely_, she should have told her?

"You couldn't guess it?" Pansy asked with a wicked grin. "I would have had it been me." She proclaimed. Astoria glared weakly at her. "I mean, it's simple puzzle pieces, isn't it?" Millicent nodded in response, not grasping that it was entirely rhetorical. "Narcissa is Superintendent and the last of the Black line, she has no younger sisters and cousins to pass on the title to. She only ever had Draco and he's no female. The position would just _have_ to land upon his betrothed."

"Lucky for you, he snagged you young." Millicent muttered wistfully. Astoria wanted to roll her eyes, as if Draco would have ever married her had he not had any plans to marry Astoria. "You have _years_ to mould yourself into a suitable Superintendent to follow in Narcissa's shoes."

"It _does_ also help that your stepmother is Safiya. You're also the youngest of you and Daph meaning that you had longer under her influence. Had it relied strictly on status you probably would have gotten it anyway." Pansy eyed Daphne. "You would have gotten it had you and Nott not been engaged. The Malfoy family by _far_ outranks the Nott's."

"Well, obviously." The compartment door slid open revealing Draco (Pansy's face lit up) and two hulking boys stand by either side of him. Draco looked over the compartment, studying everyone intently before staring at Astoria with his pale brows raised. "Zabini wants you two." His eyes flicked over Daphne briefly.

"Can Blaise not make use of his own legs and get us himself?" Astoria asked, hoping that Pansy would get her nonverbal hint that she merely even tolerated the boy she fancies.

"For someone who lives with him, you really don't know him at all, do you Greengrass?" Pansy let out a shrill laugh at Draco's simple, barely even witty remark.

"Or do I know him enough to know that _you_ don't know him at all?" Astoria replied hotly. She stood and gave him a coy smile. "But he knows you, doesn't he, Draco?"

Draco gulped, unsure of how to take her taunting. Unsure of how to reply, he did so in the only way he knew how; mockery. "That may be so, _Azzy_. Bu that doesn't change the fact he sent me." Astoria glowered heavily at him.

"Come on, Ria." Daphne muttered, having already got to her feet. "We'll be back soon." She addressed to her group of friends. They followed Draco silently to his compartment, Astoria bewildered by the masses of children and teenagers around her to speak at all and Daphne was just being submissively silent, almost scared to speak in the presence of the renowned Malfoy boy who appeared to be somewhat of a ticking time bomb with his mood. Perhaps she wasn't scared, maybe just smart.

"What is it, Blaise?" Daphne asked when he came into view. "What is it you want?"

"I just wanted to ensure that you and our dearest Ria were alright, sister mine." Blaise drawled lazily, leaning against the wall of the carriage. "Mother would have my head if I didn't check up on her darling girls." His eyes flickered to Draco for the smallest of seconds and a victorious smirk lit up his face. Astoria rolled her eyes, knowing that this wasn't a check-up of brotherly love, it was a check on his dominance on the oblivious blonde. Astoria wanted to tell him, snicker in his face, perhaps, for being so thick skulled and not taking heed of Astoria's character check on Blaise. Draco had seemingly forgotten that Blaise was an Alpha Male, he always had been, and no self-entitled, pale, rich boy could change him. Draco was only allowed to roam the school with high status at Blaise's silent allowance. She was seeing her brother in a new light, one she liked much better than the old.

"How sentimental of you, brother." Astoria spoke up with the quirk of her eyebrow.

"You know me, Ria." Blaise shrugged, giving her a grin that, judging by Draco and his two henchmen's reaction, was something of a rarity at school. "Always the sentimental one." He gave her a wink, letting her know that he knew of her discovery. Doubling as a display of affection, Astoria managed to pick up on the subtle threat _tell my little lamb and I'll spill everything single detail I know about you_. She gave him her word silently with a grin.

"What are you two talking about?" Daphne asked, picking up on the silent conversation going on between siblings. When met with innocent looks, she sighed heavily. "Is this all, Blaise? Can I get back to my life?"

"Dance away, Daph." Blaise shrugged. "You, Ria, can stay put, however." Daphne began to protest but Blaise silenced her with the holding up of a single finger. "It's my turn to play with the new, shiny toy, Daphne. Remember to share."

"Find me when you've eaten, Astoria." Daphne said with a childish huff. "Sharing goes two ways, brother dearest. It's my turn after lunch." With that, Daphne exited the carriage, stepping into the one she had left only moments ago.

Blaise grinned. "Then we simply shall not eat."

"I am no toy." Astoria said adamantly, staring at Blaise with slightly narrowed eyes.

"But you are simply _so_ adorable." The corners of Blaise's mouth twitched. "Like those dolls you used to play with when you were younger. The one's with pegs?"

"_You_ used to call them ratty, if I recall correctly."

"You can always trail after your sister if you so wish, Ria." Blaise practically mocked, knowing fully well that she wouldn't. "I'm not binding you to shackles and attaching yourself to me." Astoria pursed her lips, thinking of Pansy dithering on about Draco's skin, making her skin crawl as she spoke of Astoria's newly discovered future of Superintendent of the a large proportion of her future EPW life. She would most likely be thrust into the role of Superintendent of the Juniors when she enters her seventh year. Quite possibly even her sixth…

"I shall grace you all with my presence." She smirked.

"What a blessing, truly." Blaise retorted silkily. "Lead the way, Malfoy." Draco did that without much hesitation. He slung an arm loosely around Astoria's shoulders, taking a deep breath and releasing it loudly. He was awaiting a compliment of his genius, Astoria suspected.

"It's cruel." She simpered instead. Instead of scoffing and releasing her of his embrace, he snickered. "Cruelly magnificent." She amended with a smirk.

"You're a doll."

/ / /

Astoria never did return to Daphne's compartment, something she was sure her sister would make her guilt over eventually, but the atmosphere within the second year Slytherin boys compartment was a lot less catty. Theo Nott was present, sitting in a corner reading intently, silently; Draco scribbled away at some unfinished homework, tapping the tip of his quill against the table when he struggled to find a word, marking the rood with permanent ink splotches; Crabbe and Goyle (Draco's henchmen of sorts) slept for the majority of the ride and when awake, grunted only in small words, not making much conversation; Blaise indulged Astoria, allowing her to quiz him on the pronunciation of words she had come across in her reading.

She felt strangely grown up in her uniform that had been tailored perfectly. She had never worn skirts before, Safiya dressed all three of her children smartly, in proper dress robes or, if a less formal occasion, simple, elegant robes. It was a weird sensation, her bare legs on show for all to see when she could count the people who had seen them on both hands (Draco, as of the night before, his mother, Violeta, Safiya, Blaise, Daphne and her father had, before he had passed). She supposed to could put the toll up to around one thousand now. The tie that hung around her neck was plain black, she was hoping to see it go green and silver by the end of the night. She left her knee-length robes open allowing herself to air from the heat. Her white blouse was tucked primly into her skirt that sat just below the knee respectably. She was oddly pleased with how her school experience was going so far, especially when she laid eyes on a small ginger girl – a first year, too, judging by the bank tie – with a mixture of baggy and tiny clothes. "Don't go near her." Draco had said as they awaited the exiting of the train. "She's a _Weasley_." Astoria shuddered at this, she did not like the Weasley's. A bunch of Traitors to The Cause, she could recall her father saying. Although it was not a spoken rule, she knew better than to associate with Blood Traitors.

Her school experience felt significantly more terrible when she stepped off a boat that she had been lead on by a half-breed, judging by his abnormal height. Astoria suspected him to be distantly related to giants. The half-beast took them to the entrance hall, informing them in his ridiculous way that Professor McGonagall was being held up with some official business.

"_We're_ going to be Sorted into Slytherin." Two girls said together. Astoria looked to the source of the duet of voices and blinked in surprise at the two identical looking girls who were speaking with _her_.

"So am I." Astoria said confidently. "_You_ are?" She asked rudely, because she was wildly taken back by the sheer number of children talking of contraptions she had never heard before and immediately identified them all to be of filthy blood.

The two girls looked outraged by her tone of voice. Purebloods, Astoria clicked but didn't allow herself to feel bashful at her lack of manners. "Flora." One of the twins said, jabbing a pointy finger at herself. "Hestia." Her finger went to her sister. "_Carrow_." They spoke like this was meant to mean something. It did, but not significantly. They were a well-known family, mentioned in the Sacred Twenty-Eight, but that book had been written in the 1930s and they had lost a remarkable amount of status since then, had they ever even had any. Although their blood may be pure, they were as filthy as a respectable, pure family could get without going traitorous. "What of _you_?" The girl, Flora, sneered.

"Astoria." She answered shortly, turning to face the grand oak doors that had not yet been opened. They would know eventually of her true identity. For now, they could revel in feeling of the superior blood. Really it was charity work, Astoria sneered to herself, those two would not feel superior for much longer when they learn that the Carrow's are nothing in comparison to the Greengrass'.

Astoria twisted the ring on her left ring finger absentmindedly, trying to ignore the excited chatter of her fellow classmates as best as she could. She was successful until the doors opened and a stern, wicked looking woman stepped out, peering over the rim of her glasses at all of them. "Welcome." The woman spoke almost stonily. Astoria listened half-heartedly, looking around Professor McGonagall (as she had called herself) and into the Great Hall through the slight gap in the door. She couldn't see much, just a couple of students with their backs turned to her. She thought she could see a flicker of blue on the backs of their ties, but she was unsure.

Obediently at McGonagall's word, Astoria followed her along with the rest of the First Year's into the hall in a single-file line. It was more magnificent that Draco, Blaise or Daphne had ever given it credit. Lit candles floated above them, just under the ceiling that was charmed gorgeously to resemble to night sky. Astoria allowed herself to admire it for a few seconds before she looked around for the table with green ties. She found it quickly, to the far left of the hall. Daphne sat by Blaise, grinning ecstatically and waving in her direction enthusiastically. Astoria mustered her own wave. She could see Theodore sitting across from Daphne, head turned to stare at the new gaggle of first years. He sat to the right of Draco and Astoria found it rather amusing that the two fiancés of the Greengrass girls were sitting by each other. Nobody else thought it amusing.

Silently, McGonagall placed a four legged stool in front of them all, placing the pointed Sorting Hat atop it moments later. Seconds of silence past before it opened its obscure mouth, belting out a song of ridiculousness. Astoria rolled her eyes, she had never been one for musical theatrics.

When over, Astoria smiled politely and clapped. McGonagall stepped back up, unravelling a long piece of parchment. She cleared her thorat before speaking. "When I call your name," she said loud and clear "you will put on the hat and sit on the stool to be sorted." The first years around Astoria bristled with anticipation, she struggled to find their nerves. "Avery, Nicolai!"

And thus the sorting began and with each student who got sorted (Nicolai Avery didn't even need to sit upon the stool for long until a loud, bellowing yell of _Slytherin_ erupted from the sorting hat) she began to understand the nerves of everyone else.

"Carrow, Flora!" One of the Carrow twins elbowed her way past Astoria, moving too quickly to be shouted at by her victim. Flora sat upon the stool and before the hat was placed upon her head, the Hat yelled the house she had predicted. Astoria's heart sunk. "Carrow, Hestia!" With a smirk, the second twin sauntered up to the stool and just like her twin sister, the hat hadn't been placed properly before it yelled out _Slytherin_. The twins took seat by Avery, who had sat to Theo's left.

Several more children stepped up to the stool, being placed in their respective houses before they reached the letter _G_. "Greengrass, Astoria!" She ignored the loud claps and cheers coming from her sister, making a mental note to shout at her about that later.

She sat upon the stool, but not before she managed to take a look at the flabbergasted twins faces, giving them a smirk. "_Aaah, another Greengrass girl. Daphne's sister, eh?_"

"Yes." Astoria thought curtly, this would not be the last time she would be referred to as such, she supposed.

"_One of my more finer placements, I feel. Unexpected, but it suits her impeccably well…_"

"May we drop talk of my sister and get onto me?" Astoria was already on the stool longer than the twins. It was beginning to get rather mortifying.

"_At your wish, Miss Greengrass_." The Hat said. "_Your intelligence is astounding. Such vast variety. You would do well in Ravenclaw_." Before Astoria could protest, the Hat carried on. "_Hufflepuff is not a house for you._" It decided. _"While you experience loyalty, it only extends to those you call family – not even all of them make the cut_." Astoria thought of Violeta. "_Brave as you may be, it all stems from your need to keep yourself in the clear. Yes, yes, I know exactly where to put you…"_

Astoria's heart froze.

"Slytherin!"

The Slytherin table erupted with enthusiastic cheers, the rest of the tables clapping with mere politeness. The hat was removed from her head and she made her way to her designated table, a proud smirk on her face. She claimed her seat by her sister, taking immense pleasure at the look of utter defeat from the two twins. It would be incredibly disheartening, learning of her lineage moments after victimising her and then coming to realise that that purity and grace would be sharing a dorm with them for the next seven years. Astoria wanted to sympathise with them but she was far too smug.

"Nicolai Lois Avery. Charmed." Avery extended a hand to Astoria, eyes roaming all that was visible of her body with a self-satisfied smirk.

"Astoria Vasilisa Greengrass. Pleasure." She took his outstretched hand, giving it a shake.

"I look forward to getting to know you better, Astoria."

"Likewise, Nicolai." It felt foreign, using his forename when Daphne had told her that anyone you are not closely acquainted with you refer by surname as some obscure sign of hostility mixed with respect. Perhaps, Astoria thought to herself, smiling at the empty plate as she dropped her hand to her side, Nicolai was her first friend.

/ / /

Astoria's dorm-mates were tolerable, at best. There was the twins, Flora and Hestia, who had tried there upmost hardest to get on her good side after their display of faux importance; Lacey Bourne who Astoria probably liked the best, she had barely spoken two words and the words she did speak was down at the Carrow's; Rose Rosier, Astoria pitied her unfortunate name and her happy-go-lucky attitude; and Bethan Jenkins who looked as timid and panicky as a mouse being hunted down by an owl.

Astoria felt miserable, Daphne had clutched her tight on their way down to the dungeons after the feast, squealing loudly and gushing about how she had just met the five girls who would be her lifelong friends. She wanted to combust.

"I read of you, you know." Rose grinned as she started unbuttoning her school blouse. Astoria didn't know if this was suitable for acquaintances to do in front of each other, strip down to fully naked like you were the day you were born into the world. None of the other girls protested. Astoria noted it down as normal, oddly so. "In my mummy's magazines. I was _dead_ excited when they said you would be coming to Hogwarts this year, too."

"Thanks." Astoria mumbled, sitting on her claimed bed, gingerly pulling off her socks.

"You're just so… _glamorous_."

"Thanks." She repeated, straightening out her white, frilled socks and placing them neatly on her bed.

"We think so too." Flora proclaimed, titling her head towards her twin. Astoria grimaced.

"Hah!" Lacey sneered loudly with disbelief, making it her third exclamation of the night.

"You've got everything you need in life and you're only _eleven_. How is that possible?" Rose asked in a manner that Astoria wasn't so sure if it was rhetorical or a genuine question in need of answers. She decided not to reply, if she did it would only be too bad mouth her mother and first impressions were everything. She didn't want a reputation of being a mother basher. She could save that for later. Sending Rose a smile she hoped that didn't display her growing annoyance, she got to her feet, unzipping the side of her skirt. "Can I see it?" Astoria raised her brows and Rose adapted. "The engagement ring, of course." This piqued everyone in the room's interest. Astoria hated it. "It looked beautiful in the pictures, but I know that they never do things quite the justice they deserve."

"Um, sure, just give me a minute to –" Astoria's request was cut short as Rose crossed the room in five large strides, grasping at her left hand, inspecting the diamond on her left finger.

"_Whoa_." She breathed. Her other four roommates (even silently shy Bethan) were gathered around Astoria, who was standing in her a school blouse and her knickers, having her hand grasped and prodded. "Mummy said it was pretty, but she never told me _how_ pretty." Rose whispered. "She was right about you, too." Rose added with a leering whisper. Astoria didn't know what to make of it. "You _are_ shockingly gorgeous." Astoria stopped herself from thanking her roommate again – twice was enough.

"Can I resume changing, now?" She asked instead, eyebrows perched high in challenge. The girls scrambled away and Astoria smirked to herself, victorious that she had already managed to establish herself as leader, and because she was feeling particularly giddy at her new found status, she even imagined herself being leader to a larger group of girls – as Superintendent.

/ / /

"I know it's too early to be thinking of this, certainly because end of term is so far away, but me and Hestia were thinking last night before bed about a little proposition." Flora was babbling and it was putting Astoria off her toast and marmalade. She listened, though, because Rose had whispered to her that morning that the two twins had shared bed and she wasn't so sure if it was legal.

"Get to the point, Carrow." Astoria snapped irritably.

"Right." Flora breathed. "Um, me and Hestia –"

"_Hestia and I_, Carrow, didn't you attend finishing classes?" Flora burned red and Astoria smirked, knowing fully well that the Carrow family weren't held high enough in society to even fumble with the thought of getting into a proper class that taught the right etiquette and valuable skills needed to be a pureblooded women.

"Hestia and I," Flora amended with a slight blush "were wondering if you would like to possibly, maybe, if you want to, have a sleepover at our home." Astoria wanted to laugh, so she did. Loud, punctuated and it turned Flora a bright shade of red.

"Bloody hell, what even made you think I would even _fathom_ the idea of slumming it with the Carrow's?" Astoria sneered. "I'm a _Greengrass_, and unlike your family name, Carrow, my name means something. I _am_ something. You're nothing. You're merely but a follower, you will never amount to something more." Astoria revelled in the look of pure fury that crossed one of the twin's face, a fury that she couldn't act upon. "Now sod off before I can't keep down my toast much longer." With a heavy sigh, Flora fled. From across the table, Lacey grinned appreciatively and Astoria smiled back.

"They're only being chummy with you because of your status, you know." Lacey said knowingly. Astoria felt a strange sort of privilege at being the first person Lacey had said a single sentence to.

"Oh, I know. Safiya – that's my stepmother – says that the Carrow's have been trying to get into the EPW for _years_. They were just lucky enough to land in the same house and year with their next Superintendent." Lacey gave a small snort and nodded her head. "Are you EPW?"

"I am." She confirmed with a tight nod. "Although, my mother told me to only speak to you when spoken to. She fears she may have offended you when you met briefly over summer. Priscilla Bourne? Quite possibly had offended your mother right in front of you?"

"I recall." Astoria said with a smile of her own. "Need not worry, though. I wasn't offended. I'm not particularly… _fond_, shall we say, of my mother. She's not the best at keeping to her word and that it something I cannot stand in people."

"But you have your stepmother." Lacey shrugged. "And your sister. And a stepbrother. I don't think you need to make time for people who cannot make time for you." Astoria did not know how to respond to Lacey's words of wisdom, but took them to heart, anyway. Luckily enough for her, owls swooped overhead, dropping mail everywhere, successfully distracting the two girls.

Three owls intertwined as they swept towards Astoria and her possible new friend, flying beautifully with each other. A sleek, all white owl dropped a single letter in front of Astoria, a black and white one closely behind it, dropping an envelope onto Astoria's plate and sitting by her goblet. She recognised it immediately as Safiya's owl Elrick. Smiling softly, the stroked her fingers delicately over its feathers. The third owl, yet another sleek white one, dropped a letter with Lacey before the two identical birds flew off again. "Do you think they're related?" Astoria asked, picking up the letter dropped by the unfamiliar bird.

"The writing looks the same, see here." Lacey presented her own letter with her own name scrawled in pretty cursive. "Could be from the Carrow's." Lacey muttered with a wicked grin. "Twin daughters, twin owls, twin letters… Poetic." Astoria snorted, picking up a butter knife, slicing the letter open. Lacey lingered, watching Astoria curiously as if to beware of any explosive items that maybe pop out of it.

_Miss Astoria Vasilisa Greengrass,_

_I am delighted to inform you on behalf of the Elite Pureblood Women Poster Segment of your permanent position within our community. May you take this news with extreme pride, gratification and dignity. _

_A member of our Junior segment will be in touch with information of your first and next meeting shortly._

_With the highest regards,_

_Narcissa Calliope Malfoy.  
>Poster Superintendent of 10 years.<em>

_P.S, congratulations on making Slytherin, I knew you had nothing to fear xo_

Astoria grinned ear to ear, gripping the letter a little tighter. "Pride, gratification and dignity, Astoria." Lacey chided lightly with her own, equally as cheesy grin.

"I'm so happy." Astoria breathed, setting down her letter and cover her mouth with her hands. Looking down the table to Pansy Parkinson, who was eying her with a great deal of interest, Astoria beckoned her sister frantically.

"You got in?" Daphne asked immediately upon arrival. She nodded enthusiastically. "As if we could expect anything less of our next Superintendent." Daphne admonished, but the grin on her face told she was joking. Daphne snatched the letter from Astoria's hands, eyes skimming over each letter hungrily. "A private note!" Daphne squalled. "Ria, Narcissa wrote you a _private_ note!" Astoria blushed at the attraction her sister was diverting towards them.

"Daph, keep it _down_." She hissed, grabbing the letter back from her older sister.

"It's got _kisses_!"

"I am well aware of that matter, Daphne Greengrass, I, too, have eyes and the ability to read."

"_Astoria_," Daphne breathed with utter adoration "how much did you butter the Malfoy's up?"

"I applied no such thing as butter to the Malfoy family, thank you very much." Astoria huffed, crossing her arms tightly across her chest.

"So you were just your usual, _charismatic_ self, then?" Daphne asked with disbelief.

"_Yes_." Astoria scoffed, feeling rather betrayed that her own flesh and blood thought her true self not worthy of Narcissa Malfoy's affections. "Perhaps she felt it to be pleasant formalities."

"No, no, no, _no, _Astoria. _The_ Superintendent of the Posters need not go through such mundane and trivial tasks such as _pleasant formalities_. Nobody would care if she only just managed to scrape past what is expected. What was expected, dear sister, was for her to write the upper part. _Everything_ under those two little letters was thought up of her own accord." Daphne sat, winding an arm around Astoria's shoulders. "Narcissa Malfoy has _genuine_ affections towards you." Daphne sighed girlishly as if talking of a boy she fancied.

"_Why_ are we talking of my mother and her affections?" Draco appeared at the other side of the table, eyebrows raised in confusion and not insult – perhaps he had finally understood that Astoria would never murmur a bad word of Narcissa, given her high status. Lacey blushed scarlet as he sat by her, his two cronies sitting at his other side. He leaned forwards, pinching the half eaten slice of cold toast from Astoria's plate. She did not care – she was far too happy to do so. Daphne went silent, leaving Astoria to do the explaining.

"I got my EPW letter of acceptance." She explained. "It just has a personalised note at the bottom, Daph's having kittens about it."

"Pass it around, Azzy, let us bunch of miniscule creatures witness your great bearings."

With a heavy eye roll, Astoria passed the letter to Draco, who took it without an utter of thanks. He read over it quickly, brows pulling together as he skimmed over the last of it. "_This_ is what's got your knickers in a twist, Elder Greengrass?"

"Her name is _Daphne_, Draco, do well to remember that." Astoria muttered with irritably.

"Yeah, yeah." He waved a dismissive, uncaring hand through the air. He looked to Lacey with expectance. "Did _you_ get a letter?" Instead of answering, she handed the letter over quickly as to avoid any further conversation with the blonde haired prick. He read her letter even quicker, already familiar with its words. "My, my, Azzy, look at _you_." Draco whistled, looking up from Lacey's letter mockingly. "You're already wrapped so tight in my mother's affections. Perhaps by the end of the year, we'll be battling it out for top spot." Astoria rolled her eyes, knowing this to be wholly untrue. Narcissa Malfoy held so much adoration and love for her son that Astoria didn't even know it possible to love someone that much. Possibly, Astoria mused silently, she made up for all of the affection and love that Lucius was missing.

"Call me Azzy again, _Draco_, and I'll hex you –"

"- STEALING THE CAR, I WOULDN'T HAVE BEEN SURPRISED IF THEY'D EXPELLED YOU, YOU WAIT TILL I GET HOLD OF YOU, I DON'T SUPPOSE YOU STOPPED TO THINK WHAT YOUR FATHER AND I WENT THROUGH WHEN WE SAW IT HAD GONE!"

Astoria, along with the rest of the Great Hall, turned to look at the crimson boy at the Gryffindor table and all of her rage at the unbearable nickname evaporated at the scene before her. She had to clasp a hand over her mouth to muffle her laughs. Perhaps, she thought with absolute delight as the Howler began shouting again, Hogwarts wouldn't be all too bad.


End file.
